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MULTIPLEXING AND OFFSET
CORRECTION SYSTEM FOR AN IMAGE
SENSOR ARRAY

INCORPORATION BY REFERENCE

The present application incorporates by reference U.S. Pat.
Nos. 5,638,121; 6,445,413; and 6,853,402, all assigned to the
assignee hereof, each in its entirety.

TECHNICAL FIELD

The present invention relates to image sensor arrays such
as used in raster input scanners or digital copiers. In particu-
lar, the invention relates to photosensitive chips wherein pho-
tosensors output signals onto a video line.

BACKGROUND

Image sensor arrays typically comprise a linear array of
photosensors which raster scan an image-bearing document
and convert the microscopic image areas viewed by each
photosensor to image signal charges. Following an integra-
tion period, the image signal charges are amplified and trans-
ferred as an analog video signal to a common output line or
bus through successively actuated multiplexing transistors.

Although most scanning systems currently in use are ulti-
mately digital systems, the “raw signal” coming out of the
photosensors during the scanning process is an analog video
signal, with the voltage magnitude corresponding to the
intensity of light impinging on the photosensor at a given
time. Thus, when signals are read out from the photosensors
on a chip to be converted to digital data, different video levels,
corresponding to the brightness of the reflected area being
scanned by a particular photosensor at a particular moment,
are output as a series of analog voltage levels.

In order to increase the readout speed of image signals
from, for example, a linear array of photosensors, it is known
to provide separate “odd” and “even” channels for the output
of image signals. A basic example of this technique is shown
in U.S. Pat. No. 5,638,121. In brief, alternate photosensors
along a linear array respectively output image signals into
separate odd and even video lines, and these video lines are
subsequently multiplexed, thus yielding a single video
stream.

FIG. 1 is a schematic view showing the basic elements of a
readout system according to a prior-art implementation, illus-
trating an “odd-even” readout principle. There is provided on,
for instance, a photosensor chip, a set of photosensors 10a-
10z, which are connected by respective transistor switches
14a, 14b, etc. The switches in turn are activated by a shift
register 18, which includes a set of stages (or, more precisely
in the embodiment, half-stages) 20a, 205, etc., arranged along
a single line 22, and activated by a pixel clock line 24. When
a digital 1 is passed through the stages 20a, 205, etc., signals
held on the photosensors 104 . . . 10z are caused to be read out
of the system in linear order, to form a line of useable image
data, such as for a digital scanner or copier.

According to this FIG. 1 example, the photosensors 10a . .
.10z are arranged in an interleaved manner with odd and even
subsets, with the odd subsets of photosensors such as 10a and
10c¢ connected to an odd video line 124, and the even photo-
sensors such as 105 and 104, connected to an even video line
125. Video line 12a receives the video outputs only of the odd
photosensors, and the even video line 124 receives the video
outputs only of the even photosensors. Because both the odd
and even photosensors are controlled by a single shift register
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18, having half-stages 20a, 205, etc., the video voltage signals
from a setof odd and even pixels can together be read out onto
the odd and even video lines at a considerably faster rate than
in a situation where all of the photosensors are reading out to
a single video line. Another practical advantage is that,
because fewer transistors are connected to each of the odd and
even lines, there is less capacitance on each line than if both
odd and even signal trains were read out on one line, and each
video signal can settle to its final value faster.

With any sophisticated system for reading out images sig-
nals from a series of photosensors, a common practical prob-
lem is known as “dark non-uniformity” (DNU) or “fixed-
pattern noise.” With each individual photosensor for an
associated transfer circuit, there is likely to be a single dedi-
cated amplifier (a “pixel amplifier”). Given the practicalities
of constructing photosensors and circuits on a chip, it is likely
that certain amplifiers, associated with certain photosensors,
will consistently have higher output relative to other ampli-
fiers associated with other photosensors. DNU is defined as
the maximum difference in output voltage between any two
pixels of an image sensor while in the dark. There exist basic
techniques for overcoming DNU, such as mentioned in U.S.
Pat. No. 5,654,755.

“Double sampling” is a technique that can be used to
reduce the DNU contribution of the pixel amplifier. With this
concept, the output of each pixel amplifier is sampled twice,
once with the optical signal from the photosensor such as 10a
and once with a common reference signal, so that the output
signal from the pixel is defined as the difference between the
two samples. Additional signal processing stitches the video
back together and restores the output level. If the pixel ampli-
fier offset is constant, the subtraction of the double samples,
to the first order, eliminates its contribution to DNU. How-
ever, the problem with doing double sampling in a standard
architecture is that the pixel amplifier is read out twice to the
same video line, which effectively reduces the output data
rate by 50%.

The present disclosure relates to a photosensor circuit
architecture that enables double sampling of video outputs
without a necessary decrease in output data rate.

SUMMARY

According to one aspect, there is provided an imaging
apparatus, comprising a first subset of photosensors, and a
second subset of photosensors. A plurality of pixel amplifiers
is provided, at least one pixel amplifier being associated with
each photosensor in the first subset of photosensors and the
second subset of photosensors. A shift register includes a
plurality of stages, at least one of the plurality of stages
associated with each photosensor in the first subset of photo-
sensors and the second subset of photosensors. A first refer-
ence line is associated with the first subset of photosensors,
and is configured to read a reference signal associated with
each pixel amplifier associated with the first subset of photo-
sensors. A first signal line is associated with the first subset of
photosensors, and is configured to read a signal associated
with each pixel amplifier associated with the first subset of
photosensors. A second reference line is associated with the
second subset of photosensors, and is configured to read a
reference signal associated with each pixel amplifier associ-
ated with the second subset of photosensors. A second signal
line is associated with the second subset of photosensors, and
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is configured to read a signal associated with each pixel
amplifier associated with the second subset of photosensors.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG. 1 is a schematic view showing the basic elements of a
readout system according to a prior-art implementation, illus-
trating an “odd-even” readout principle.

FIG. 2 is a detailed schematic view showing circuitry asso-
ciated with two adjacent photosensors in an embodiment.

FIG. 3 is a functional timing diagram, with a typical output
response, for the various lines as labeled in FIG. 2, as the
apparatus of FIG. 2 is operated. The various signal forms in
FIG. 3 are labeled to correspond to similarly-labeled nodes in
the FIG. 2 circuit, even though not all such labeled nodes are
described in the below text.

As used in the below description, and notwithstanding
other or additional labeling of elements in the Figures, the
convention “pixel N” will mean a given photosensor and
associated circuitry, while, for instance, “pixel N+1” will
mean an adjacent photosensor and circuitry along a readout
direction of the linear array, “pixel N-2” will mean two
photosensors upstream along a readout direction of the linear
array, etc.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

To implement “double sampling” without affecting output
data rate, the disclosure proposes splitting the odd and even
video lines into signal and reference pairs.

FIG. 2 is a detailed schematic view showing circuitry asso-
ciated with two adjacent photosensors. such as 10a and 105 in
FIG. 1, inanembodiment: between FIG. 1 and FIG. 2, equiva-
lent elements have the same reference number. In a practical
implementation of the FIG. 2 structure, the photosensors 10a
and 105 would respectively represent a single “odd” and a
single “even” photosensor, as those two types of photosensors
would be interleaved along a long linear array having hun-
dreds or thousands of photosensors.

In FIG. 2, each photosensor 10a and 105 sends an expo-
sure-based charge (perhaps through a transfer circuit, not
shown) to a respective reset node 11a, 115. In addition to the
photosensor 10a or 105 and associated shift register stage (or,
more specifically in this embodiment, half-stages) 20a, 205,
there is provided in the FIG. 2 embodiment a unity-gain pixel
amplifier 30a, 305, as well as an additional shift register stage
21a, 21b, for each photosensor.

Associated with the photosensors are what can be gener-
ally called “readout lines” indicated as VID[S] and VID,,
[R], associated with all odd photosensors such as 10a; and
VID[S] and VID.[R], associated with all even photosensors
such as 105. These readout lines have the same overall func-
tionof reading out image-based signals, as described above in
regard to lines 12a and 125 in FIG. 1. However, these two
lines per photosensor are configured to carry out a “double
sampling” of each pixel readout from each photosensor. As
mentioned above, with double sampling, the output of each
pixel amplifier is sampled twice, once with the optical signal
from the photosensor such as 10a and once with a common
reference signal, so that the output signal from the pixel is
defined as the difference between the two samples.

Taking photosensor 10a as an example, the lines VID ,[S]
and VID[R] are configured relative to the unity-gain pixel
amplifier 30a to facilitate double sampling. The “reference”
line VID,[R], tapped to the output of pixel amplifier 30a,
effectively receives and outputs a reference signal relating to
the “dark” output from pixel amplifier 30a, i.e., the signal

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

60

65

4

output from pixel amplifier 30a when there is no signal from
the associated photosensor 10a. The “signal” line VID,[S],
tapped between the pixel select line from shift register stage
20a and the negative input to pixel amplifier 30a, reads an
optical-signal output from the pixel amplifier 30a (based
ultimately on the image-based charge for photosensor 10a at
a given time). As can be seen, the lines VID ;[S] and VID ,[R]
associated with pixel amplifier 30a are respectively con-
nected to certain stages in the shift register, for activation
when a shift register signal passes through the system along
line 22.

To effect the double sampling operation, the line VID [R],
when activated via shift register stage 205, outputs a reference
signal relating to the “dark” output from pixel amplifier 30a.
The line VID,[S], when activated via shift register stage 20q,
reads an optical-signal output from the pixel amplifier 30a.
When the reference signal from line VID[R] is subtracted
from the optical-signal output on line VID ;[ S], the remainder
represents a signal in which the dark non-uniformity (DNU)
associated with that particular pixel amplifier 30a is sub-
tracted out.

In the illustrated embodiment, the readout sequence over
time for each pair of photosensors such as shown in FIG. 2, as
a shift register signal passes through the shift register stages
20a, 21a, 205, 215, is: S(odd pixel), S(even pixel), R(odd
pixel), R(even pixel). To carry out this readout, any pair of odd
and even photosensors such as 10a and 105, with their respec-
tive associated amplifiers 30a and 305, interact with connec-
tions to two photosensors in either direction (pixels N and
N+1 with pixels (N-2 and N+2) and (N-1 and N+3), respec-
tively). Thus, in further detail, the PX,; output of the shift
register stage such as 20a of pixel (N) will connect the signal
output of the pixel amplifier 30a to the signal video line and
the reference signal of pixel (N-2) to the reference video line.
The PX,, of pixel (N+2) will then connect the reference
output of the pixel amplifier from pixel (N) to the reference
video line. The video line pairs and second video line switch
allow two odd pixels and two even pixels to be sampled
simultaneously. As a result, “double sampling” with the
embodiment will not double the readout time or correspond-
ingly reduce the output data rate.

Cumulatively, the DNU for each individual pixel amplifier
in the array is thus removed with each signal readout. The
subtraction operation between VID,[S] and VID[R] for
each pixel in each readout operation is carried out by a down-
stream system including specialized circuitry and/or soft-
ware, generally shown as 40, which also performs the neces-
sary multiplexing of the odd and even signals. As in the
embodiment described in U.S. Pat. No. 5,638,121, the down-
stream video path is required to do additional processing to
stitch and restore the video; but there are no additional logic
gates required because the PIX ., signals from the shift reg-
ister stages can be used directly and do not need to be condi-
tioned by a pixel clock. As a result, there is minimal impact to
the width of the sensor chip even with the second video line
switch for each pixel and the two additional video lines for the
pixel array.

FIG. 3 is a functional timing diagram, with a typical output
response, for the various lines as labeled in FIG. 2, as the
apparatus of FIG. 2 is operated via a succession of signals
passing through the series of shift register stages 20a, 21a,
205, 215, etc.

In combination with analogous hardware and control asso-
ciated with the even photosensors such as photosensor 105,
the signal line VID,[S] and reference line VID-[R] config-
ured relative to the unity-gain pixel amplifier such as 304,
etc., there is thus provided a system by which separate signal
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and reference lines, through which double sampling is pos-
sible, are provided for separate subsets of photosensors and
associated pixel amplifiers. Because the “odd” and “even”
subsets can be read out simultaneously, the double sampling,
which largely obviates DNU from the whole apparatus, is
enabled without impacting the overall readout rate (as is
common in double-sampling arrangements) and also has
impact on “real estate” on a photosensor chip is minimal.

Although the above-described embodiment is shown in the
context of a linear array of photosensors as would be used in
a digital copier or scanner, the teachings herein can readily be
adapted for use in a two-dimensional photosensor array.
Although the color aspects of the described embodiment are
not discussed, the teachings herein can readily be adapted for
a full-color device. Although the described embodiment
shows “odd” and “even” subsets of photosensors along an
array, interleaved on a one-by-one basis, the terms “odd” and
“even” shall be construed broadly to encompass any arrange-
ment of subsets of photosensors in a device, no matter to what
extent the photosensors in the subsets are interleaved 9 (e.g.,
the two subsets could be entirely separate from each other on
the chip). The teachings can also be adapted for embodiments
in which there are more than two subsets of photosensors in
an apparatus (e.g., the outputs of four subsets of photosensors
could be multiplexed, to increase the readout rate).

The claims, as originally presented and as they may be
amended, encompass variations, alternatives, modifications,
improvements, equivalents, and substantial equivalents of the
embodiments and teachings disclosed herein, including those
that are presently unforeseen or unappreciated, and that, for
example, may arise from applicants/patentees and others.

What is claimed is:

1. An imaging apparatus, comprising:

a first subset of photosensors, and a second subset of pho-
tosensors;

aplurality of pixel amplifiers, with exactly one pixel ampli-
fier being independently associated with each photosen-
sor in the first and second subsets of photosensors;

ashift register comprising a plurality of stages, at least one
stage of the plurality of stages associated with each
photosensor in the first subset of photosensors and the
second subset of photosensors;

a first reference line, associated with the first subset of
photosensors, configured to read a reference signal asso-
ciated with each pixel amplifier associated with the first
subset of photosensors;

a first signal line, associated with the first subset of photo-
sensors, configured to read a signal associated with each
pixel amplifier associated with the first subset of photo-
sensors, wherein said first signal line is separate from
said first reference line;

a second reference line, associated with the second subset
of photosensors, configured to read a reference signal
associated with each pixel amplifier associated with the
second subset of photosensors; and

a second signal line, associated with the second subset of
photosensors, configured to read a signal associated
with each pixel amplifier associated with the second
subset of photosensors, wherein said second signal line
is separate from said second reference line;

wherein a first stage of the shift register is operatively
connected to a first photosensor and a second photosen-
sor, said first photosensor in said first plurality of pho-
tosensors, and said second photosensor in said first plu-
rality of photosensors, for simultaneously sampling a
first image signal from said first photosensor and a first
reference signal from said second photosensor.
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2. The apparatus of claim 1, further comprising a down-
stream system for obtaining a difference between signals on
the first reference line and first signal line, and between sig-
nals on the second reference line and second signal line.

3. The apparatus of claim 1, further comprising a down-
stream system for multiplexing signals associated with the
first reference line, first signal line, second reference line, and
second signal line.

4. The apparatus of claim 1, wherein the shift register is
arranged with the first reference line, first signal line, second
reference line, and second signal line so that the lines read out,
in time sequence, a signal from a photosensor in the first
subset, a signal from a photosensor in the second subset, a
reference signal associated with a photosensor in the first
subset, and a reference signal associated with a photosensor
in the second subset.

5. The apparatus of claim 1, the first reference line being
tapped to the outputs of each of the pixel amplifiers associated
with the first subset of photosensors, and the second reference
line being tapped to the outputs of each of the pixel amplifiers
associated with the second subset of photosensors.

6. The apparatus of claim 1, the first subset of photosensors
being interleaved with the second subset of photosensors
along a linear array.

7. The apparatus of claim 1 wherein a second stage of the
shift register is operatively connected to a third photosensor
and a fourth photosensor, said third photosensor in said sec-
ond plurality of photosensors, and said fourth photosensor in
said second plurality of photosensors, for simultaneously
sampling a second image signal from said third photosensor
and a second reference signal from said fourth photosensor.

8. An imaging apparatus, comprising:

a first subset of photosensors, and a second subset of pho-
tosensors;

a plurality of pixel amplifiers, with exactly one pixel ampli-
fier being independently associated with each photosen-
sor in the first and second subsets of photosensors;

a shift register comprising a plurality of stages, at least one
stage of the plurality of stages associated with each
photosensor in the first subset of photosensors and the
second subset of photosensors;

a first reference line, associated with the first subset of
photosensors, configured to read a reference signal asso-
ciated with each pixel amplifier associated with the first
subset of photosensors;

a first signal line, associated with the first subset of photo-
sensors, configured to read a signal associated with each
pixel amplifier associated with the first subset of photo-
sensors, wherein said first signal line is separate from
said first reference line;

a second reference line, associated with the second subset
of photosensors, configured to read a reference signal
associated with each pixel amplifier associated with the
second subset of photosensors; and

a second signal line, associated with the second subset of
photosensors, configured to read a signal associated
with each pixel amplifier associated with the second
subset of photosensors, wherein said second signal line
is separate from said second reference line;

wherein a first stage of the shift register is operatively
connected to a first pixel amplifier and a second pixel
amplifier, said first pixel amplifier associated with a first
photosensor, said first photosensor in said first plurality
of photosensors, and said second pixel amplifier associ-
ated with a second photosensor, said second photosensor
in said first plurality of photosensors, for simultaneously
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sampling a first image signal from said first pixel ampli-
fier and a first reference signal from said second pixel
amplifier.

9. The apparatus of claim 8 wherein a second stage of the
shift register is operatively connected to a third pixel amplifier
and a fourth pixel amplifier, said third pixel amplifier associ-
ated with a third photosensor, said third photosensor in said

8

second plurality of photosensors, and said fourth pixel ampli-
fier associated with a fourth photosensor, said fourth photo-
sensor in said second plurality of photosensors, for simulta-
neously sampling a second image signal from said third pixel
amplifier and a second reference signal from said fourth
amplifier.



