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1
AUTOSAMPLER

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

This invention is related an automatic sampling de-
vice and in particular to a device that automatically
loads and unloads samples from laboratory analyzing
equipment.

A differential scanning calorimeter (DSC) is widely
used for thermoanalytical analysis. The DSC is used for
research and quality control and measures both the
temperature and heats associated with various transi-
tions in materials such as boiling points and melting
points, liquid crystal transitions, heats of reaction, spe-
cific heat capacity, oxidative and thermal stability, pu-
rity, polymer cure, glass transition and reaction kinetics.
Performing specific experiments with the DSC is time
consuming and repetitive for an operator. Typical ther-
mal analysis equipment is shown in Harden et al U.S.
Pat. No. 3,283,560 issued Nov. 8, 1966 and in Johnson
U.S. Pat. No. 4,350,446 issued Sept. 21, 1982. There is a
need for a device that will automatically load and un-
load a series of samples from equipment such as a DSC
and allow for the unattended operation of such equip-
ment.

The prior art shows automated devices that can be
used for repetitive operations such as Inaba et al U.S.
Pat. No. 4,274,802 issued June 23, 1981, Hutchins et al
U.S. Pat. No. 4,488,241 issued Dec. 11, 1984 Hutchins et
al. U.S. Pat. No. 4,510,684 issued Apr. 16, 1985 and
Hutchins et al U.S. Pat. No. 4,507,684 issued Mar. 26,
1985. However, for a device to be useful, it must be
programmable with equipment such as the DSC, be able
to load a sample for analysis, allow the DSC to perform
any of its preprogrammed analytical tasks, then unload
the sample and must be able to perform the above tasks
repetitively. Also, special gripper devices are required
to handle the sample containers and reference contain-
ers and covers used. One prior art gripper device is
shown Ionescu U.S. Pat. No. 4,509,783 issued Apr. 9,
1985 but cannot be controlled at the accuracy required
to handle sample and reference containers. Many other
prior art devices use vacuum for holding samples which
is not workable for covered and uncovered sample
containers used with analytical equipment such as a
DSC or dual cell DSC.

The autosampler of this invention provides robotic
means for automated and computer programmed load-
ing and unloading of a plurality of samples to and from
equipment such as a DSC to allow for automated and
unattended analysis of these samples.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

An apparatus for handling a plurality of objects, such
as containers each holding a sample to be analyzed by
an analytical instrument, and moves the object accord-
ing to a programmed procedure, for example, from a
first position in a holder to a second position in an ana-
lytical instrument and then returns the object to the first
position in the holder; wherein the apparatus contains
the following:

a. a robotic arm assembly capable of vertical, hori-

zontal and rotational movement;

b. gripper mechanism for holding objects attached to

the arm of the assembly;

c. stepper motors for driving the robotic arm assem-

bly;
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2

d. a power source that drives the stepper motors
electrically coupled to the motors;

e. a sensing system with a feedback loop that moni-
tors the movement of arm assembly, the objects
being manipulated by the arm assembly, and the
force applied to the objects by the gripper mecha-
nism;

f. a computer electrically interfaced with the linear
and/or rotational stepper motors, the power means
and the sensing system with the feedback loop and

g. a means for providing operating data input to the
computer;

wherein operating data is provided to the computer for
operation of the autosampler and the autosampler
moves an object according to the data provided:
whereby the robotic arm assembly with its gripper
mechanism that picks up the object is being driven by
the stepper motors coupled to a power source and the
movement of the arm assembly and the object and the
force applied by the gripper mechanism to the object is
monitored by the sensing system which feeds back in-
formation to the computer that controls and corrects
movements of the arm assembly and the force applied
by the gripper mechanism.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG. 1 is a perspective view of the autosampler in
conjunction with a DSC analytical unit.

FIG. 2 is an elevation view of the rotatable robotic
arm assembly.

FIG. 3 is a schematic diagram of a microprocessor
and related components controlled by the microproces-
sor.

FIG. 4 is a circuit diagram of the stepper motor cir-
cuit.

FIG. § is a circuit diagram for the gripper finger
circuit.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE
INVENTION :

The autosampler will automatically load and unload
containers with or without samples from an analytical
instrument. Empty containers are used as a reference.
The autosampler is particularly designed to be used
with a differential scanning calorimeter (DSC) or dual
cell differential scanning calorimeter (DSDSC). Oper-
ating data can be provided to the computer of the auto-
sampler by an operator through a keyboard with a dis-
play means or the computer of the autosampler can be
driven by a computer program provided by another
computer,i.e. a Du Pont 9900 Thermal Analysis Con-
troller. The autosampler can select and load and unload
up to 62 containers with samples or reference containers
from a sample tray or holder to the cell of the analytical
instrument. Also, mixed sample containers can be
loaded or umloaded with the autosampler including
standard containers, crimped containers, hermetically
sealed containers, and open containers.

Once the autosampler is programmed and loaded
with containers containing samples to be analyzed, it
operates without further human operator assistance.
The autosampler has the ability with the Du Pont 9900
Thermal Analysis Controller, if properly programmed,
to abort an experiment if problems occur with the trans-
fer of sample containers and then continue with further
sample transfers and experiments without operator as-
sistance.
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The autosampler is designed to work with DSC
equipment such as a Du Pont 9900 Thermal Analysis
Controller, 9900 Module Interface and either a 910
DSC cell or a 912 DSDSC cell. The Controller contains
the software programming that allows an operator to
select the sample(s) and reference(s) used for the analy-
sis and the thermal method that is to be used for the
analysis. Up to fifteen methods of analysis can be se-
lected for different samples being analyzed. After the
operator has selected the method of analysis that is to be
used and has determined the sequence the samples are
to be analyzed in, and has fed this data to the Controller
via the keyboard of the 9900 Controller, the Controller
with the autosampler will carry out the analysis once
the samples have been loaded. Data obtained from the
analysis can be permanently stored in the Controller or
printed out for immediate use. Communications be-
tween the autosampler and the Controller is over a
common data communications cable.

The samples to be analyzed are each placed in a con-
tainer and the containers are positioned on a removable
tray on the autosampler. The containers need not be all
of the same type but a mixture of any of the aforemen-
tioned containers can be used. The tray provides an
accurate presentation of multiple sample containers
and/or reference containers and is labeled for sample
identification by using a rectangular coordinate system
of container location on the tray to maximize density of
containers on the tray. The coordinates of container
location are fed to the autosampler to facilitate pick up
of the containers by the grippers of the robotic arm. The
tray design is such that the gripper pick up of the auto-
sampler can hold a container at any angle in reference
to the center of the tray.

The gripper mechanism, which preferably is a me-
chanical finger system, is attached to the robotic arm
assembly to pick up containers and duplicates the twee-
zers commonly used by human operators to move con-
tainers containing samples. The finger system can han-
dle other objects such as covers for the DSC cell and
DSDCS cells.

An integral part of the mechanical finger system is a
sensing system that continuously monitors any objects
being handled. The sensing system provides constant
feed back for presence of the sample and/or reference
containers and unintentional contact of the fingers with
the cell. The sensing system prevents further finger or
arm motion on contact with the cell that would damage
the cell. The sensing system also controls the amount of
force the fingers apply to the containers to prevent the
containers from being crushed or damaged. Heavier
objects .that require additional force by the fingers to
handle and move them is aiso controlled by the sensing
system. In the event the system senses that an analysis
can not be done because of a problem with the transfer
of a sample, the analysis of that sample will be aborted
and the next sample will be analyzed.

A separate sensing system for the position of the arm
assembly utilizes optical sensors in comjunction with
software for monitoring the vertical, horizontal and
rotational position of the arm assembly. A signal is fed
back to the computer which in turn controls electrical
stepping motors that drive the arm assembly and fingers
through a series of gear drives. This mechanical drive
system removes the inaccuracies of cable or pneuma-
tic/hydraulic systems. The use of electric motors and
electronic and optical sensors doesn’t have dust, dirt
and oil and other contamination associated therewith as
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4

do the cable or pneumatic/hydraulic systems which can
adversely affect sensitive thermal measurements.

The autosampler provides a method of mechanical
position calibration whereby the fingers and the arm
assembly under operator control are commanded to
move to a desired location through the use of the key-
board of the autosampler. Once the location is estab-
lished, it is stored in the memory of the computer of the
autosampler for future use. This permits the autosam-
pler to be used with similar but not identical DSC cells
without the need of special calibration tools or accesso-
ries.

Optionally, the autosampler can control an air source
for the DSC cell for purposes of cooling or warming the
cell to a desired temperature before loading or unload-
ing a sample/reference container. For rapid cooling and
for operation at sub ambient temperatures, liquid nitro-
gen can be used. Provision can also be made through a
time delay function to continue to apply air to the cell
after the cell reaches a specified loading/unloading
temperature.

FIG. 1 shows a perspective view of the autosampler
in conjunction with a DSC analytical unit. The auto-
sampler has a cabinet 102 which provides a cavity to
hold the DSC cell 100 and DSC cell base 101 shown
with three control knobs and two switches and provides
a compartment 110 for mounting electronics, wiring
and the like for control and operation of the autosam-
pler rotatable arm assembly 104 having mechanical
finger attachments 105 for gripping a sample. Also, as
part of the cabinet is a location 107 for storing the DSC
cell lid(s) and cover(s) 106, a receptacle for the remov-
able sample/reference tray 103 and an integral key-
board 109 and display 108 connected to the computer
for the operator to interface with the autosampler.

From a host computer (Du Pont 9900 Thermal Anal-
ysis Controller) coupled to the autosampler via an inter-
face cable, or through the keyboard 109, commands can
be given to the autosampler to move sample/reference
containers between the DSC cell 100 and the storage
tray 103. Commands can also be given to move DSC
lids from their storage locations to and from the DSC
cell. Additional functions are provided to the autosam-
pler via the keyboard for calibration of various positions
such as where sample/reference containers and DSC
cell lid(s) and cover(s) are located. Also, the keyboard
provides access to numerous self testing procedures and
exercises that can be executed by the computer of the
autosampler.

FIG. 2 is an elevation view of the rotatable robotic
arm assembly, also referred to as the turret assembly.
The assembly consists of three metal plates; a fixed plate
50 which mounts the turret assembly to the autosampler
frame, a second moveable plate 51 which moves in an
axial direction with respect to the fixed plate 50, and the
third, rotatable plate 52, moves in rotational direction
with respect to the second plate 51. Guide rods 56 at-
tached to moveable plate 51 positioned in linear bear-
ings 55 control the vertical movement of plate 51. A
stepping motor 58 designed to operate as a linear actua-
tor has a threaded shaft 62 mechanically engaged which
is used to position movable plate 51 in an axial direction
with respect to fixed plate 50. A flag 63 and sensor 64
are used to determine the position of movable plate 51
with respect to fixed plate 50. :

Attached to movable plate 51, are a series of “V”
grooved rollers 57 which both support and guide the
rotational plate 52. A second stepper motor 59 rotates



4,816,730

5

plate 52 in rollers 57 through a gear drive 67 which is
operated through a ring gear 68 attached to plate 52.
Positional information on plate 52 is provided through
optical sensors 66 and flag 65. The positional informa-
tion is fed to the computer of the autosampler.

The robotic arm 53 has a sliding bar which is sup-
ported and guided by additional “V* grooved rollers 74
attached to rotational plate 52. A third stepper motor 60
working through a gear drive pinion 69 moves gear
rack 70 attached to the sliding bar of the robotic arm
which causes the sliding bar to move in the rollers 74.
The location of the sliding bar is sensed through flag 76
and optical sensor 75 with respect to the rotational plate
52

Mounted at the end of the robotic arm 53 are two “Z”
formed wire rod assemblies 73. Inserted in the end of
each wire rod is one or more spring wires which form
the finger 54 for gripping containers containing samples
and lids. The fingers may be of any electrically conduc-
tive material and formed as necessary for the gripping
of containers and lid(s) and other objects that may be
handled. The finger may be grooved, roughed coated
and the like. A nonconductive rubber “O” ring or a
spring 77 is used to pull the end of the wire rods 73
together against cone 71 thereby keeping the gripper
fingers 54 spread a distance determined by the diameter
of the cone 71.

A fourth stepper motor 61 is used as a linear actuator
to move cone 71 in between wire rods 73. As the cone
71 moves to spread the wire rods held to the cone’s
surface by “O” ring 77, the resulting action is that the
rods 73 and the fingers 54 move closer together to grasp
any object positioned between the fingers. As the cone
71 is removed from the two wire rods 73, the rods 73
and the fingers 54 return to their open position. The
amount of gripping force is controlled by the force
exerted by the cone as the motor drives the cone be-
tween the two wire rods.

All operations of the autosampler are controlled by a
computer. Typically, a microprocessor is used.

FIG. 3 is a schematic diagram showing a micro-
processor and related components controlled by the
microprocessor. Any of the conventional microproces-
sors can be used such as an Intel 8085, 80186, Motorola
6809, and the like. The microprocessor 200 reads and
executes instructions from the program memory 217.
These instructions from the program memory make it
possible for the microprocessor to interpret commands
from the keyboard 203, the state of the various sensors
208-211 and similar input conditions and to control the
steppers motors 204-207 and similar output devices. An
oscillator 202 provides clock signals for the micro-
processor. Power supply 201 provides voltages and
currents necessary to operate the microprocessor and
related electronic equipment. The autosampler can be
operated under fully automatic conditions by having a
host computer 216 through an interface buss and con-
trol logic circuit 215 feed commands to the micro-
processor and thereby control the operations of the
autosampler.

The microprocessor controls the following stepper
motor drive signals:

204—stepper motor drive signals to raise and lower

plate 51 (FIG. 2);
205—stepper motor drive signals to rotate plate 52;
206—stepper motor drive signals to extend and re-
tract slide bar 53;
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6
207—stepper motor drive signals to grip and release
finger 54
The following signals are fed to the microprocessor
for the positioning of components of the arm assembly
208—raise/lower signal from sensor 64;
209—rotate clockwise or counter clockwise signal
from sensor 66;

210—extend release signal from sensor 75;

211—cell lid/cover sensor and sample tray sensor
signal from switches which sense when lids are
stored 107 and sample tray is in place.

The microprocessor controls air for cooling or pre-
heating the cell via a signal 212 which controls the
solenoid 213 which controls the air to the cell 100.

Switches 214 allow the operator to select the type of
cell to be used, i.e., single or dual cell, turns off audible
alarm and selects other operating options.

The power supply 201 provides power to the oscilla-
tor 202, typically 8 MHZ oscillator, the solenoid 213,
the system memory 218, the microprocessor 200, the
program memory 217, the switches 214, the keyboard
display 203 and the interface buss 215.

A group of signals is generated by the microproces-
sor 200 for each of the four almost identical stepper
motor drive circuits 204-207. One typical stepper motor
circuit is shown in FIG. 4. The circuit includes logic
latches 301&308, comparator 304 selectable comparator
reference voltages 307, a stepper motor current control
transistor 303 and the stepper motor 300.

The microprocessor generates signals or pulses indi-
cated as 309, FIG. 4, which are latched in logic signal
latch TYP 74194 to provide continuous signals 310.
These signals are fed to phase driver integrated circuits
302 which converts the logic level signals to equivalent
high current signals 311 that are then fed to the various
stepper motor phase windings and are capable of
switching the current of the windings. The pattern and
rate of the pulses 311 generated by the microprocessor
switch the various stepping motor phases on and off in
such a manner to operate the shaft of the stepping motor
at a desired rate in either a rotational direction or linear
direction.

Included as part of the stepper motor drive circuit is
a control of the amount of current supplied to the mo-
tor. This allows the motor to generate the forces needed
to perform the desired functions which may be more or
less than the motor’s rated specifications. Stepper mo-
tors become “free wheeling” whenever power is totally
removed but this circuit permits the motor to be ener-
gized with a minimum amount of power during idle
periods to prevent slippage from occurring. This circuit
reduces instrument power consumption and increases
the life of the motor.

‘The current level of the stepper motor is set by the
microprocessor via two control lines A and B 312. This
setting is latched by 308 which is logic signal latch 7474
TYP and transferred to a network which provides a
predetermined reference voltage 314 based on the ON/-
OFF configuration of the signal lines to the network
318. This reference voltage is used by the comparator
304. The function of the comparator is to compare the
reference voltage 314 to a voltage which represents the
amount of current flowing to the motor 300 and either
increase or decrease the motor current according to the
reference setting. The reference voltage 314 is gener-
ated by the reference voltage switcher 307 which con-
sists of a pair of 7406 gates and a resistor network. A
signal 316 is generated by the comparator 304 which
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sets the desired current to the motor. This signal 316
drives a current control transistor 303 which directly
controls the current flowing to the motor. The voltage
signai 315 which indicates the amount of current flow-
ing to the motor is generated by passing the motor
current through a resistor 306. By Ohm’s Law the cur-
rent passing through the resistor generates a propor-
tional voltage which is used by the comparator to set
the motor current with respect to the comparator refer-
ence voltage. Current from the power supply 201, FIG.
3, is passed through transistor 303, the stepper motor
300 the respective motor phase drivers 302, which are
typically motor phase driver ULN2064, and resistor 306
before being returned to the power supply through the
system ground connections. The latch input 309 and
latch output 310 illustrate a signal sequence for supply-
ing current to the 4 phases of the stepper motor 300.

The accuracy of the robotic arm assembly is achieved
through the use of software for the microprocessor and
by the optical sensing system with its feed back loop.
The software is configured such that upon power up of
the autosampler each axis of motion of the turret is
driven by the appropriate stepper motor to a “home”
position (a flag enters the optical sensor for that particu-
lar motion axis). Once in the home position a set of
internal counters (one counter for each motion axis) is
set to zero or any other predetermined reference num-
ber. When it is necessary to move the assembly in a
particular motion axis a series of pulses similar to (309)
is generated by the microprocessor. The counter associ-
ated with the motion axis being moved is incremented/-
decremented according to the direction of motion for
the number of pulses issued. When the sensor is acti-
vated, the counter should be zero or at a reference
number, if not, an error has occurred. The amount of
error is calculated by the microprocessor and a correc-
tion is made. Optimum placement of the optical sensors
insure that errors in positioning are minimized. Flags for
each sensor which continuously activate the sensor for
part of the full motion of axis travel but do not activate
the sensor for the remaining part of the axis travel indi-
cate relative direction to the microprocessor. This ar-
rangement of sensors, stepper motors and software per-
mit accurate, repeatable, positioning of the assembly
without need to implement more costly positional sens-
ing means such as incremental encoders, absolute en-
coders, mechanical switches, or other arrangements of
servo-controlled motors.

FIG. 5 shows the gripper finger sensor circuit. The
circuit is based on the measurement of various voltage
levels of the gripper fingers. In addition to the use of
voltage measurements as the basis for the functioning of
this sensor method other similar techniques can be em-
ployed including current measurement, capacitance
measurement, frequency measurement, inductance mea-
surement, and resonance measurement. All of these
methods have the advantage of reduced parts and com-
- plexity over more standard sensing methods using
switches, optical sensors, or similar electromechanical
devices.

In the circuit three comparators, 401-403, typically
L.M339 are used to generate signals indicating that ei-
ther gripper finger has touched the DSC cell(405 and
406) or that the gripper fingers are holding an object
(404). A pair of conductors (407, 408) is attached to the
gripper fingers which are electrically isolated from the
turret assembly. Each conductor (finger) is normally
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more resistors connected to the supply voltage (409 for
finger B and 410-412 for finger A).

Detection of when either finger (or both) touches the
cell (which is at circuit ground potential) is accom-
plished for each finger by a dedicated comparator (402
for finger A and 403 for finger B). Both finger detection
circuits work the same and only one will be described.
The comparator 403 is referenced thru its inverting
input 415 to a potential above ground thru a network of
resistors 411-414. The gripper finger is connected to the
non-inverting input of the comparator 408 and held at a
potential close to the circuit supply voltage thru a resis-
tor 409. The comparator produces a voltage signal indi-
cating this state (gripper finger not touching the DSC
cell). When the gripper finger touches the cell, which is
at ground potential, the comparator senses that its non-
inverting input is at a lower potential than the reference
voltage present on its inverting input and switches the
state of its output signal 406. This change in signal is
monitored by the microprocessor and used to halt mo-
tion of the fingers in the cell.

The finger circuitry sensing whenever an object is
gripped works in a similar fashion. A reference voltage
416 (higher than that used for the fingers touching cell
sensors) is applied to a comparator’s 401 non-inverting
input. A slightly lower voltage is applied to both the
gripper finger (A) and the comparator’s 401 inverting
input. Both of these voltages are generated thru a string
of resistors 411 thru 414.

As long as the voltage on the fingers remains less than
the voltage on the comparator’s non-inverting input, the
comparator indicates this state with a voltage signal
404. When an object is gripped between the fingers (all
objects gripped for DSC use are electrically conductive
materials) the two gripper fingers are effectively
shorted together. Since the voltage present on the B
finger 407 is higher than that of the A finger 408, the
potential of the A finger is raised to the same level as the
B finger. This changes the potential of the inverting
terminal of the comparator 401 to a level higher than
that applied to its non-inverting input. The comparator
changes state to indicate this condition. This signal
change is used by the microprocessor to monitor ob-
jects picked up by the grippers.

This circuit is unique in that it not only can indicate
the presence of an object, but this signal when com-
bined with knowledge of the object being picked up can
be used by the microprocessor to determine the amount
of force exerted to hold an object without applying
excessive force to crush or otherwise damage the
gripped object.

We claim:

1. An apparatus for handling and moving a plurality
of objects; wherein the apparatus comprising:

a. a robotic arm assembly capable of vertical, hori-

zontal and rotational movement;

b. gripper mechanism for holding objects attach to
the arm of the assembly; said gripper mechanism
having gripper fingers attached thereto actuated by
acone;

c. stepper motors for driving the robotic arm as-
sembly, wherein one stepper motor drives the cone
thereby simultaneously opening and closing the
gripper fingers of the gripper mechanism;

d. a power source that drives the stepper motors
electrically coupled to the stepper motors;

e. a first sensing system with a feedback loop that
monitors the movement of the arm assembly;
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f. a second sensing system for the gripper that con-
trols the amount of force applied to the object
being moved, senses the presence of the object in
the gripper and sense the presence of surrounding
objects and prevents contact with such objects and
thereby prevents damage to the gripper and sur-
rounding objects;

. a computer electrically interfaced with the stepper
motors, the power means and the first and second
sensing systems with the feedback loop and re-
ceives operating data for the operation of the appa-
ratus and movement of objects and feed back infor-
mation from the first and second sensing systems
and controls and corrects movements of the arm
assembly and the force applied by the gripper
mechanism by controlling the stepper motors that
operates the gripper mechanism;

h. means for providing operating data input to the

computer.

2. The apparatus of claim 1 in which the means for
providing operating data to the computer comprises an
input port to which is connected a second computer
that provides a programmed input to the computer of
the apparatus.
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3. The apparatus of claim 1 in which the gripper
mechanism comprises a system of fingers capable of
holding objects of various different shapes.

4. The apparatus of claim 3 in which the robotic arm
assembly comptises a vertical drive component, a hori-
zontal drive component and a rotational drive compo-
nent that are individually driven by separate stepper
motors.

5. The apparatus of claim 4 in which the sensing
system comprises optical sensors that are interfaced
with the computer.

6. The apparatus of claim 5.in which the first sensing

,. system continuously monitors the position of the ob-

15

20

25

30

35

45

50

55

65

jects being handled and the force being applied to the
objects by the gripper mechanism of the apparatus and
feeds this information back to the computer through the
feed back loop and controls the stepper motor operating
the gripper mechanism, and the second sensing system
that monitors the position of the vertical, horizontal and
rotational components of the arm assembly and feeds
this information through the feed back loop to the com-
puter which controls the stepper motors driving the

components of the arm assembly.
® * % % *
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