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Introduction

In Labs 21 and 22, we explored the functionality and design of a VRM (Voltage Regulator Module)
Characterizer Instrument Droid, a customized measurement system implemented on a solderless breadboard
(SBB) to analyze Thevenin voltage and resistance characteristics of various voltage sources. Using compo-
nents like an ADS1115 ADC, MCP4725 DAC, and a MOSFET driver, the instrument allows us to evaluate
Thevenin resistance as a function of current load and provides insights into power source performance under
different load conditions.

Principle of VRM Characterization

The instrument droid operates by loading the VRM with a known current and measuring the resulting
voltage drop. The DAC controls the current through a MOSFET, while the ADC records the voltage across
the sense resistor and VRM. By varying the DAC output, the current load can be adjusted to analyze how
Thevenin resistance behaves over a range of currents, capturing critical characteristics such as inrush and
steady-state behaviors.

Setup

Circuit Overview

The SBB circuit includes a 16-bit ADC (ADS1115), a 12-bit DAC (MCP4725), an op-amp, and a MOS-
FET. These components work together to enable precise control and measurement of the VRM voltage and
current. A voltage divider provides a reference for the VRM voltage, while a sense resistor is used to monitor
current. Both the ADC and DAC are connected via I2C, allowing communication with the microcontroller.

Figure 1: SBB Circuit with ADS1115, MCP4725, Op-Amp, and MOSFET
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Figure 2: Circuit Schematic of the VRM Characterizer Instrument Droid

DAC Testing

To confirm the DAC’s functionality, we used a setup script to generate a square wave across potential
I2C addresses (0x60 to 0x65). By identifying the correct address (0x61), we confirmed the ability to adjust
voltage output using the DAC.

Figure 3: DAC Setup Code Testing Square Wave Output for Address Detection
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Results

Steady-State DAC Performance

The oscilloscope capture below verifies DAC performance with the address 0x61, showing that the DAC
correctly outputs the programmed square wave, confirming its operational status and correct addressing.

Figure 4: Oscilloscope Trace Showing DAC Square Wave at Address 0x61

Thevenin Resistance Calculation

To measure Thevenin resistance, we varied current levels through code adjustments, recording voltage
across VRM and sense resistor. This allowed us to calculate Thevenin resistance based on the voltage and
current data obtained. The columns are time, index, current, thevenin voltage, loaded voltage, and thevenin
resistance respectively.
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Figure 5: Example Output Showing Current and Voltage Measurement Steps

Power Supply Comparisons

We tested multiple power sources, including 5V and 9V wall warts and lab power supplies. As expected,
wall warts exhibited higher Thevenin resistance due to limitations in load regulation, particularly at lower
currents. The 5V wall wart showed a resistance of approximately 10-1 ohms, while lab power supplies
remained around 1-0.1 ohms, with resistance decreasing exponentially as current increased.

Figure 6: Thevenin Resistance vs. Current for Different Power Supplies
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Discussion

The results underscore the role of VRM and power source characteristics in regulating output under
variable loads. Wall wart adapters exhibited higher Thevenin resistance, leading to voltage drops at higher
loads. This insight is essential for selecting power sources in sensitive applications, as it demonstrates that
certain adapters may not provide stable voltage under fluctuating load conditions.

Conclusion

This lab provided valuable insights into VRM characteristics and power source behaviors. By constructing
and testing the VRM Characterizer Instrument Droid, we demonstrated a method to measure Thevenin
resistance accurately and observed the limitations of different power supplies. Future designs should consider
the balance between capacitance and load regulation in power-sensitive circuits.
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