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Introduction

This report presents the design, testing, and analysis results for Board 4, referred to as the ”Instrument
Droid.” This custom board serves as an upgraded, PCB-based implementation of the solderless breadboard
VRM Characterizer Instrument Droid previously demonstrated in Labs 21 and 22. The focus of this project
was to refine the VRM characterization tool for enhanced accuracy, durability, and feature integration,
including DAC/ADC control, MOSFET switching, smart LEDs, and buzzer feedback. Key metrics ana-
lyzed include bootloading, signal integrity, MOSFET operation, current measurement accuracy, and power
regulation under dynamic loads.

Plan of Record (POR)

The Plan of Record for Board 4 involves verifying the functionality of the Instrument Droid and com-
paring its performance to the earlier solderless breadboard implementation. The following objectives guide
the testing process:

• Bootloader Verification: Ensure successful bootloading of the ATmega328, confirming communica-
tion and programming capability.

• DAC and ADC Operation: Validate the DAC output and ADC measurement accuracy using
controlled test signals.

• MOSFET Functionality: Assess MOSFET switching behavior under dynamic loads and verify safe
operating conditions.

• Thevenin Resistance Measurement: Demonstrate the ability to measure voltage, current, and
calculate Thevenin resistance for various voltage sources.

• Buzzer and LED Functionality: Confirm smart LEDs and buzzer indicate the progress and results
of automated tests.

• Noise and Power Analysis: Evaluate signal integrity, switching noise, and power consumption under
various test scenarios.

Risk Reduction

The PCB-based implementation introduces new challenges related to layout, component placement, and
heat management. Special attention is given to:

• Ensuring signal and power integrity by carefully routing high-speed and sensitive traces.

• Minimizing thermal stress on the MOSFET and other power components through proper design and
testing.

• Debugging unforeseen component issues (e.g., DAC behavior) to maintain reliable operation.
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Project Overview

Block Diagram

The block diagram illustrates the flow of power and signals within the Instrument Droid, including the
DAC-controlled MOSFET driver, ADC feedback loop, and smart LED/buzzer indicators.

Figure 1: Block Diagram of Instrument Droid

Schematic in Altium Designer

The schematic demonstrates the interconnection of key components, including the ATmega328, MCP4725
DAC, ADS1115 ADC, MOSFET, and supporting circuits for power regulation and signal routing.
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Figure 2: Schematic in Altium Designer

PCB Layout

The PCB features a 4-layer design with components on both sides to optimize space and performance.
The layout prioritizes clean signal routing, thermal management, and EMI reduction.
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Figure 3: PCB Layout - Front Layer
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Figure 4: PCB Layout - Back Layer

Unassembled and Assembled PCB

The unassembled PCB, manufactured by JLCPCB, highlights the precision of the design. The assembled
PCB includes all components, carefully soldered and verified for proper alignment and connectivity.
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Figure 5: Unassembled PCB from JLCPCB
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Figure 6: Assembled Instrument Droid PCB
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Testing and Measurements

Bootloading

Bootloading the ATmega328 on Board 4 was successfully demonstrated. The process required manually
connecting individual pins due to the absence of ICSP headers. This added complexity, particularly with the
reset pin connection, but the issue was resolved after uploading the ArduinoISP script to the programmer
board. The board responded to commands as expected post-bootloading.

Figure 7: Bootloading Setup with Arduino UNO

Uploading Code - Example Blink Sketch

To verify programming capability, a simple blink sketch was uploaded to the ATmega328. The sketch
toggled pin 13 with a 100 ms delay, creating a 200 ms period. This behavior was confirmed using an
oscilloscope, as shown below.
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Figure 8: Blink Sketch Code Example and Resulting Signal

Figure 9: Digital Pin 13 Blinking Signal

DAC Output

The DAC output was validated using a test script designed to produce a controlled signal. The oscilloscope
captured the output waveform, confirming proper operation of the DAC.

Figure 10: DAC Output Signal
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MOSFET Operation

The MOSFET’s performance was tested under varying DAC outputs. The first figure below shows
the MOSFET’s switching behavior. The sense resistor voltage, captured in the following figure, measured
approximately 2V. Given a 10Ω sense resistor, the current was calculated as:

I =
V

R
=

2V

10Ω
= 200mA

Figure 11: MOSFET OpAmp Signal

Figure 12: Sense Resistor Signal (2V)

Thevenin Resistance Measurement

The board was used to measure the Thevenin resistance of voltage sources. For wall warts tested, the
calculated Thevenin resistance was approximately 0.4Ω. Voltage and current measurements for 5V and 9V
sources, shown in the figures below, supported this conclusion.
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Figure 13: 5V Test Results

Figure 14: 9V Test Results

Smart LEDs and Buzzer

The smart LEDs and buzzer were demonstrated successfully, functioning as intended during testing. The
smart LEDs provide clear visual feedback, with all four LEDs lighting green to indicate a successful test. In
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the event of a test failure, the LEDs flash red, ensuring immediate visibility of the issue.
The buzzer complements the visual feedback by emitting a distinct tone upon test completion, regardless

of whether the result is a success or a failure. This auditory signal adds an extra layer of feedback, making
it easier to identify test completion in noisy environments or when visual monitoring is not feasible.

The figure below illustrates the smart LEDs lit green during a successful test.

Figure 15: Smart LEDs During Testing
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Summary of Learnings and Challenges

What Worked Well

• Successful bootloading and code uploading after troubleshooting and uploading the ArduinoISP script
to the Arduino board.

• Reliable DAC and ADC operation achieved after replacing the faulty MCP4725 DAC.

• Smart LED and buzzer functionality provided clear and consistent feedback during testing.

• Overall thermal and EMI management performed well, with no significant electromagnetic interference
detected during operation.

Challenges and Lessons Learned

• Bootloading Oversight: Initially failed to upload the ArduinoISP script to the Arduino board, which
delayed bootloading. This was a simple oversight, but it reinforced the importance of a thorough pre-
test checklist.

• Faulty DAC Identification: The initial MCP4725 DAC outputted a constant voltage due to a
defect. After using a device identifier script, I replaced the DAC, resolving the issue. This experience
emphasized the need for comprehensive component testing before integration.

• Thermal Management: The MOSFET reached temperatures exceeding 300C during testing, as the
DAC was continuously outputting voltage. Script modifications resolved this, but this highlighted the
importance of integrating thermal simulations early in the design process.

• Component Compatibility: Swapping the MCP4725 with an MCP4716 (a 10-bit DAC) initially
caused confusion due to its identical footprint but different pinout. This experience underlined the
importance of verifying not only component footprints but also their electrical connections and speci-
fications.

• I2C Communication: Unexpected behavior on the SDA and SCL lines initially raised concerns.
However, further investigation revealed it was due to the reduced communication needs in the revised
script. Monitoring I2C activity with proper debugging tools helped confirm functionality.

• Layout Considerations: The absence of ICSP headers complicated bootloading. In future designs,
dedicated headers will be included to streamline programming and debugging.

Improvements for Future Designs

• Include dedicated ICSP headers to simplify bootloading and programming.

• Perform more rigorous component testing, especially for critical ICs like DACs, to identify defects early
in the prototyping phase.

• Implement a more thorough thermal management analysis, including simulations and heat dissipation
strategies, to prevent overheating of components like MOSFETs.

• Verify not only the footprints but also the pinouts and electrical requirements of replacement compo-
nents to avoid compatibility issues.

• Use scripting and debugging tools more extensively during testing to catch issues with communication
lines and unexpected behavior early.
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Conclusion

Board 4, the Instrument Droid, ultimately met its design objectives, showcasing reliable voltage regulator
characterization and effective integration of key features like DAC, ADC, and feedback mechanisms. While
challenges like a faulty DAC and MOSFET overheating were encountered, these issues were resolved through
systematic troubleshooting and design modifications.

The lessons learned from this project—particularly in thermal management, bootloading, and component
compatibility—will directly inform improvements in future designs. Overall, this project reaffirmed the value
of custom PCB solutions for advanced instrumentation applications, setting a strong foundation for future
iterations.
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