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Abstract—Research into flexible sensors has become increas-
ingly important in developing human computer interactions and
fine motor control. The Computational Design & Fabrication
Group (CDFG) lab in CSAIL is currently developing a piezoresis-
tive textile sensor where wires are embroidered in an array across
a piezoresistive sheet, and pressure on the material reduces the
resistance. This sampling on normal microprocessors is limited
by speed, only reading a 32 x 32 array up to 10Hz max. We
utilized FPGA design to speed up this process and provide more
data through a greater sampling rate, data analysis, VGA and
UART visualization at up to 80 times the original array scanning
rate.

Index Terms—Digital systems, Field programmable gate ar-
rays, Tactile Sensors

I. DESIGN OVERVIEW
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Fig. 2. FPGA Block Diagram.
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The system consists of the embroidered sensor, the sen-
sor reading electronics, an FPGA, and visualization outputs
including the VGA and UART. The FPGA design is split
into three main parts: data acquisition that controls the sensor
electronics, data analysis that refines and extracts tracking
information from the data, and a visualization of the sensor
data. Users can control settings in the data analysis and
visualization using switches and buttons on the FPGA.

II. PHYSICAL CONSTRUCTION

The sensor and the readout electronics are adapted from the
sensors in the IntelligentCarpet system and tactile gloves [2].
These readout electronics are also based on recommendations
listed in a paper exploring piezoresistive array sensor readout
options [3].

The system operates off two voltages, 3.3V which is pro-
vided from the FPGA and powers the electronics. The Vi
refrence voltage is 1.66V, which is provided by a voltage
divider from the 3.3V and buffer.
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Fig. 3. Electronics Block Diagram

A. Sensor

The sensor is an embroidered Velostat sheet with conductive
silver thread. The threads are arranged in a grid, with lines on
either side of the material. The array in which the points cross
are the readout points for the sensor. The sensor reads out a
voltage proportional to the resistance (and consequently the
pressure) applied on the point of the crossing.



B. Switching Side

All wires are set to Vi except for the selected wire,
which is driven to ground. The selected wire is controlled
by a CD74HC4067 multiplexer, each output signal is also
connected to a SN74HCI4 inverter. The inverted signal is
connected to a 74HC4316 SPST switch held at V¢ and the
original signal is connected to another SPST switch driven to
ground.
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Fig. 4. Switching Electronics where wire A’ is selected

C. Reading Side

The array is scanned through each of the read-in wires. The
wire is selected using a CD74HC4067 multiplexer. The signal
is then passed into the negative terminal of a LT/632 op amp
with a 100 Ohm feedback resistor. The output of the op amp
is wired into the AD7476A ADC.
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Fig. 5. Reading Electronics where wire A is selected

III. DATA ACQUISITION

A. Clocks

Our reference clock for the design comes from a 65 MHz
VGA clock, which is generated using the 100 MHz FPGA
base clock and a Xilinx clock wizard generator block.

The ADC clock comes from dividing the VGA clock by an
integer parameter ADC_CLK_DIVIDE. This is so we can have
a separate control from the scanning frequency of the sensor
to the display and computations. We designed our system to
work on this ADC clock by calculating the array scanning rate
at:

65, 000, 000 Mhz
ADC_CLK_DIVIDE * (16 + TQUIET) % RD_WIRE_CNT % SW_WIRE_CNT

(e))

B. Wire Control

To ensure that the wires are only switching when the ADC
has finished reading out the value, the pulse generation module
counts how many ADC clock cycles it needs for the ADC to
read and output the value indicates that the reading wire should
be changed by creating a pulse. For every RD_WIRE_CNT
number of wires, the signal to change the switching wire is
also pulsed out.

A counting module controls the switching and reading wires
by counting from O to the max number of wires (stored
in SW_WIRE_CNT and RD_WIRE_CNT). The counts are
incremented once for every corresponding pulse the module
receives. The values are wired from PMOD headers to the
mux that controls the corresponding wire.

C. ADC Read

The FPGA communicates with the ADC following a SPI
protocol and operates using the ADC clock. When chip select
is driven low, the ADC outputs four leading zeros, then 12
bits of value. The module drives the chip select signal low,
verifies these leading zeros, then saves the value to a buffer.
When all the values are in, the FPGA drives the chip select
signal high for ADC_TQUIET cycles. The module outputs the
saved value and a valid out signal. Every time the reading wire
is changed, the voltage is read in through the ADC.

D. Data Storage

Because the sensor input and data analysis run on different
clocks, we use a dual port dual clock Xilinx BRAM to manage
the sensor data. The data is written to the BRAM at the rate
of the ADC clock and data is read from the BRAM at the rate
of the 65mhz clock. This first BRAM contains only the raw
data.



IV. COMPUTATION DATA ANALYSIS

A. Threshold Input

The threshold input for the data is controlled by a seven
segment display, switches, and the buttons. It is stored by
multiple counting modules that increment on the rising edge of
each button push. Since the data is 12 bits, the thresholds are
represented by 3 hex figures in the seven segment display. The
top four nibbles in the display represent the upper threshold,
and the bottom four nibbles represent the lower threshold.

A switch determines whether the user controls the upper
or lower threshold. The left and right buttons toggle between
which nibble (“significant figure™) the user controls. The user
then uses the top and bottom button to change the nibble value.

The threshold values are used in noise filtering, convolution,
and center of mass calculation.

B. Convolution

This module reads in the threshold module’s filtered data
and stores it into a three line internal buffer. This data is used
to perform convolutions, or combining our array signals to
highlight patterns in data. Due to the input requirements of
our convolution algorithm, we are unable to perform arithmetic
on the input of our outer wires. Our 3x3 convolution kernels
include:

1) Identity

2) Gaussian Blur

3) Sharpen

4) Ridge Detection

5) Sobel X Edge Detection
6) Sobel Y Edge Detection

This data is then written to two duplicate BRAMs for visual-
ization. The BRAMs are a dual port dual clock Xilinx BRAM
that operates at the rate of the VGA clock on both ports. One
BRAM is connected to the VGA visualization modules, while
the other is connected to the UART output.

C. Center of Mass

This module takes in any pixel that passes the thresholding
value after convolution. It adds the pixel to the sum and divides
out the total number of pixels on the monitor.

D. Motion Tracking

This module takes in the coordinates from the Center of
Mass module and tracks its movement. This module sends a
signal to the VGA Display if the Center of Mass coordinates
move across 3 pixel regions, correlating to switching wire and
reading wire combinations, within a specified timeout. This
signal highlights blue all of the pixel regions that the Center
of Mass coordinates moves through. This signal stops when
the Center of Mass coordinates do not move for the specified
timeout amount of time.

V. VISUALIZATION
A. VGA Display

The scaling and mirror modules control the size that the
sensor appears on the monitor. The scale module divides
whether the hcount and vcount are within the range, then
outputs the address to the BRAM for which corresponding
data point value it should display.

The visualization module scales the 12 bit data in the
BRAM into a RGB color scale. This data is then scaled to
a combined RGB value ranging from 0-767. This combined
RGB value is used to make a set of RGB values, (R, G, B)
where each ranges from 0-255. This conversion is done by
having the first third of the RGB value correspond to the R
value, the second third correspond to the G value, and the final
third correspond to the B value.
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Fig. 6. Visualization Heat Map Color Gradient

A final vga_mux module controls additional displays that
can be layered on top of the visualization, including:

1) Crosshair for Center Of Mass

2) Blue squares indicate motion tracking

3) Thresholding all non-relevant values to black

B. UART

The data for the sensor can also be sent through UART
for storage purposes. It runs on a parameterized baud width
(the default is the fastest baud width of 115.2kHz) by dividing
out the reference 65 MHz clock. The UART module has an
internal counter for the switching and reading wires, then pulls
the relevant data from the convolution BRAM. Since UART
is 8 bits maximum serial communication protocol, we found
that it was best to scale the 12 bits down and store it in a shift
buffer that outputs to the UART line.

The UART will output a user-set NEWFRAME_VALUE
character indicator (default is 0) every time the internal
counters have finished the maximum SW_WIRE_CNT and
RD_WIRE_CNT wires. A python script on the computer can
parse out this new value, and draw the array.

Fig. 7. Sensor Visualisation






