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Description

TECHNICAL FIELD

[0001] The subject matter described herein relates
generally to spacecraft attitude control systems, and
more particularly, embodiments of the subject matter re-
late to methods and systems for operating one or more
reaction wheels to adjust attitude in a manner that com-
pensates for friction.

BACKGROUND

[0002] Reaction wheels are commonly used to control
the attitude (or orientation) of a spacecraft, satellite, or
the like. A reaction wheel typically consists of a rotor (or
wheel) and an electric motor, wherein the electric motor
is operated to apply torque to increase or decrease the
angular velocity of the rotor, and thereby alter the angular
momentum of the rotor. This change in angular momen-
tum produces a reactionary torque which causes the
spacecraft to rotate to the desired attitude or orientation.
Attitude control systems (ACSs) and other spacecraft ori-
enting applications often utilize a momentum control sys-
tem (MCS) that includes at least three reaction wheels
to provide rotation about three-different axes.
[0003] US 3968352.discloses a torque control system
for reaction wheel assemblies such as for use in stabil-
ising space vehicles.
[0004] The bearings of reaction wheels exhibit friction,
which impair operation of reaction wheels at low speeds
or when a reaction wheel changes its direction of rotation.
For example, when the rotor changes its direction of ro-
tation, forces caused by static friction increase the
amount of torque required to cause the rotor to resume
rotating in the desired direction. Closed-loop control sys-
tems have been developed to mitigate the friction in re-
action wheel bearings. However, due to nonlinearities of
the frictional forces in the bearings, existing control sys-
tems fail to adequately compensate for frictional forces
within a desired amount of time, resulting in attitude er-
rors.

BRIEF SUMMARY

[0005] The present invention in its various aspects is
as set out in the appended claims.
[0006] An exemplary method is provided for controlling
attitude of a vehicle using a reaction wheel onboard the
vehicle. The method involves receiving a torque com-
mand for adjusting the attitude of the vehicle using the
reaction wheel, determining a phase error of the reaction
wheel based at least in part on the torque command,
determining a motor torque command for the reaction
wheel based on the phase error, and providing the motor
torque command to the reaction wheel.
[0007] In another embodiment, a control system for a
vehicle is provided. The control system includes a reac-

tion wheel onboard the vehicle that includes a rotor cou-
pled to an electric motor. A rotation sensing element is
coupled to the rotor and generates an output indicative
of rotation of the rotor. A control module is coupled to the
electric motor and the rotation sensing element to deter-
mine a phase error of the rotor based on the output of
the rotation sensing element and a torque command for
the reaction wheel, determine a motor torque command
based on the phase error, and provide the motor torque
command to the electric motor. The electric motor applies
torque corresponding to the motor torque command to
the rotor to adjust the attitude of the vehicle.
[0008] Another exemplary method for controlling atti-
tude of a vehicle using a reaction wheel onboard the ve-
hicle involves determining a phase error of the reaction
wheel based at least in part on a torque command for
the reaction wheel, determining a stiction-overcoming
motor torque command for the electric motor when the
phase error is indicative of the rotor of the reaction wheel
being behind an expected rotor position by more than a
threshold amount, and providing the stiction-overcoming
motor torque command to the electric motor. The electric
motor applies torque corresponding to the stiction-over-
coming motor torque command to the rotor. In an exem-
plary embodiment, the torque applied by the electric mo-
tor has an instantaneous magnitude greater than a stic-
tion torque for the reaction wheel.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

[0009] Embodiments of the subject matter will herein-
after be described in conjunction with the following draw-
ing figures, wherein like numerals denote like elements,
and:

FIG. 1 is a block diagram of a control system suitable
for use with a space vehicle in accordance with one
embodiment;

FIG. 2 is a block diagram of a reaction wheel control
system suitable for use with a reaction wheel in the
control system of FIG. 1 in accordance with one em-
bodiment;

FIG. 3 is a flow diagram of a control process suitable
for use in the control system of FIG. 1 in accordance
with one embodiment;

FIG. 4 is a graph illustrating the magnitude of mod-
ified motor torque commands with respect to time
illustrating an implementation of the control process
of FIG. 3 by the reaction wheel control system of
FIG. 2 in accordance with one exemplary embodi-
ment; and

FIG. 5 is a graph illustrating the instantaneous peak
magnitude of the modified motor torque commands
with respect to phase error in accordance with one
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exemplary embodiment.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

[0010] The following detailed description is merely ex-
emplary in nature and is not intended to limit embodi-
ments of the subject matter or the application and uses
of such embodiments. Any implementation described
herein as exemplary is not necessarily to be construed
as preferred or advantageous over other implementa-
tions. Furthermore, there is no intention to be bound by
any theory presented in the preceding background or the
following detailed description.
[0011] Embodiments of the subject matter described
herein generally relate generally to methods and systems
for operating reaction wheels to produce a desired atti-
tude of a space vehicle (or spacecraft) in a manner that
mitigates or otherwise compensates for the effects of fric-
tion in the bearings of the reaction wheels. As used here-
in, "breakaway torque", "stiction torque", and any variants
thereof should be understood as referring to the amount
of torque required to overcome forces caused by static
friction (or stiction) in the bearings of a reaction wheel
when the rotor of the reaction wheel is not rotating (or
stopped). "Running torque", "running drag torque", "ki-
netic friction torque" and variants thereof should be un-
derstood as referring to the amount of oppositional torque
resulting from Coulomb friction forces in the bearings of
the reaction wheel while the rotor is rotating.
[0012] As described in greater detail below, when the
magnitude of the rotational speed of a reaction wheel is
below a threshold rotational speed, modified motor
torque commands are used to operate the reaction wheel
in lieu of motor torque commands that are only respon-
sive to speed error. The modified motor torque com-
mands are determined based on a phase error that rep-
resents an angular displacement between an expected
rotor position and a measured rotor position. When the
phase error is indicative of the measured rotor position
being behind the expected rotor position by a threshold
amount, the modified motor torque command is a pulse
with magnitude chosen to exceed the likely maximum
amount of breakaway torque capable of being caused
by friction force in the bearings to accelerate the rotation
of the rotor and reduce the angular displacement be-
tween the expected rotor position and the measured rotor
position. Conversely, when the phase error is indicative
of the rotor being ahead of the expected rotor position
by the threshold amount, the magnitude of the modified
motor torque command is chosen to be less than the
minimum expected amount of running drag torque being
caused by friction force in the bearings to decelerate the
rotation of the rotor and reduce the angular displacement
between the expected rotor position and the measured
rotor position. When the phase error is indicative of the
rotor being in phase lock with the expected rotor position,
the magnitude of the modified motor torque command is
chosen to be greater than the maximum expected

amount of running drag torque being caused by friction
force in the bearings to maintain the rotor in phase lock
with or ahead of the expected rotor position.
[0013] FIG. 1 depicts an exemplary embodiment of a
control system 100 suitable for use with a space vehicle
114, such as a satellite or other spacecraft. In an exem-
plary embodiment, the control system 100 includes, with-
out limitation, an attitude control system (ACS) 102, a
momentum control system (MCS) 104, and a vehicle sen-
sor system 106. During operation of control system 100,
the ACS 102 provides torque commands for adjusting
the attitude or otherwise reorienting the space vehicle
114 to a control module 108 of the MCS 104, which, in
turn, determines appropriate motor torque commands for
operating a reaction wheel array 110 in a manner that is
influenced by the torque commands provided by the ACS
102 and operates the reaction wheel array 110 to provide
the commanded reactionary torque on the space vehicle
114 to reorient or otherwise adjust the attitude of the
space vehicle 114 in the desired manner.
[0014] In an exemplary embodiment, the reaction
wheel array 110 includes a plurality of reaction wheels
mounted to the space vehicle 114, wherein each reaction
wheel includes a rotating element (or rotor or wheel) me-
chanically coupled to or otherwise driven by an electric
motor. Rotation of the rotor about its axis of rotation pro-
duces an angular momentum aligned with the axis of
rotation, and the electric motor is operated to apply torque
to the rotor to increase and/or decrease the angular ve-
locity of the rotor, and thereby increase and/or decrease
the angular momentum of the reaction wheel. Changing
the angular momentum of one or more reaction wheels
results in a reactionary torque opposing the change in
angular momentum that is applied to the vehicle 114,
based on the conservation of angular momentum princi-
ples, as will be appreciated in the art. The reaction wheels
of the array 110 are arranged such that the reaction wheel
array 110 is capable of imparting rotational torque on the
vehicle 114 three-dimensionally (i.e., about three differ-
ent orthogonal axes).
[0015] Each reaction wheel of the array 110 is mounted
to the space vehicle 114 via one or more bearings. As
described in greater detail below, the force attributable
to friction in or otherwise exhibited by the bearings used
to mount a reaction wheel of the array 110 to the space
vehicle 114 produces a torque that opposes rotation of
the rotor to decrease the angular momentum of that re-
action wheel, which, in turn, may decrease the amount
of reactionary torque applied to the space vehicle 114
and/or result in vehicle attitude errors. Thus, in an exem-
plary embodiment, the MCS 104 determines motor
torque commands for operating the electric motors of the
reaction wheels of the array 110 in a manner that ac-
counts for the friction in the reaction wheel bearings to
accurately reduce attitude errors. As described in greater
detail below, at low rotational speeds, the MCS 104 de-
termines phase-locked loop based motor torque com-
mands to apply torque to that respective reaction wheel
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that is nonlinearly related to the phase error of the rotor
of that reaction wheel to maintain the rotor in phase lock
with an expected rotor position and reduce the amount
of time during which the rotor rotation is unintentionally
stopped due to bearing friction.
[0016] In an exemplary embodiment, the MCS 104 in-
cludes a sensing arrangement 112 that is coupled to the
reaction wheel array 110 and the control module 108.
The sensing arrangement 112 is configured to provide
information about the operation of individual reaction
wheels of the reaction wheel array 110 to the control mod-
ule 108. In an exemplary embodiment, the sensing ar-
rangement 112 includes a plurality of rotation sensing
elements, wherein each rotation sensing element is cou-
pled to a respective reaction wheel of the reaction wheel
array 110 and generates an output indicative of the ro-
tational displacement and/or rotational speed of the rotor
of its associated reaction wheel. In an exemplary embod-
iment, the sensing arrangement 112 includes a plurality
of tachometers (or another suitable rotational speed
sensing element), with each respective tachometer being
mechanically coupled to a rotor of a respective reaction
wheel of the reaction wheel array 110. As described in
greater detail below, in an exemplary embodiment, each
tachometer produces or otherwise generates an output
pulse every time its associated rotor rotates by a certain
incremental angular displacement (also referred to here-
in as a tachometer rotational increment or rotational in-
crement). For example, in accordance with one exem-
plary embodiment, the tachometers of the sensing ar-
rangement 112 generate eighteen output pulses per rev-
olution or one output pulse every 2π/18 radians of rotation.
Thus, the output pulses generated by the tachometers
of the sensing arrangement 112 are indicative of the an-
gular displacement of the rotors of the reaction wheels,
wherein the frequency or rate of the output pulses gen-
erated by the tachometers is indicative of the rotational
speed of the reaction wheel rotors.
[0017] In the illustrated embodiment, the vehicle sen-
sor system 106 generally represents one or more sensing
elements (or sensors) onboard the vehicle 114 that are
configured to sense, measure, or otherwise obtain infor-
mation regarding the current attitude (or orientation) and
rotational velocity (or angular velocity or rotational rate)
of the space vehicle 114. In certain deployments, the
vehicle sensor system 106 uses sensors or sensing el-
ements such as, without limitation: rate gyroscopes, ring
laser gyros, fiber optic gyros, star trackers and sun sen-
sors. In an exemplary embodiment, the ACS 102 is com-
municatively coupled to the vehicle sensor system 106,
and the ACS 102 determines a vehicle torque command
for slewing, reorienting, or otherwise adjusting the atti-
tude of the space vehicle 114 based at least in part on
the attitude and rotational velocity information received
from the vehicle sensor system 106. Depending on the
embodiment, the ACS 102 may determine the vehicle
torque command automatically based on the current at-
titude and/or rotational velocity of the space vehicle 114

or in response to an input from a user. During operation
of control system 100, the MCS 104 communicates with
the ACS 102, and in response to receiving a vehicle
torque command from the ACS 102, the MCS 104 oper-
ates one or more reaction wheels of the reaction wheel
array 110 to apply the commanded torque to the space
vehicle 114 and thereby adjust the attitude of the space
vehicle 114 commanding the desired manner.
[0018] In an exemplary embodiment, the control mod-
ule 108 generally represents the hardware, software,
firmware, processing logic, and/or other components of
the MCS 104 configured to support operation of the re-
action wheel array 110 in response to a vehicle torque
command from the ACS 102. Depending on the embod-
iment, the control module 108 may be implemented or
realized with a general purpose processor, a microproc-
essor, a controller, a microcontroller, a state machine, a
content addressable memory, an application specific in-
tegrated circuit, a field programmable gate array, any
suitable programmable logic device, discrete gate or
transistor logic, discrete hardware components, or any
combination thereof, designed to perform the functions
described herein. In practice, control module 108 in-
cludes processing logic that may be configured to carry
out the functions, techniques, and processing tasks as-
sociated with the operation of the space vehicle 114, as
described in greater detail below. Furthermore, the steps
of a method or algorithm described in connection with
the embodiments disclosed herein may be embodied di-
rectly in hardware, in firmware, in a software module ex-
ecuted by control module 108, or in any practical combi-
nation thereof. The control module 108 may also include
a suitable amount of memory to support the operations
of the control module 108 described herein.
[0019] In accordance with one or more embodiments,
in response to receiving a vehicle torque command from
the ACS 102, the control module 108 calculates or oth-
erwise determines an appropriate reaction wheel torque
command for each respective reaction wheel of the re-
action wheel array 110 to provide the commanded torque
to the vehicle 114. For example, for each reaction wheel
of the reaction wheel array 110, the control module 108
may determine a reaction wheel torque command based
on the vehicle torque command by determining the com-
ponent of the vehicle torque command that is aligned
with the axis of rotation of that respective reaction wheel.
In other embodiments, the ACS 102 may determine re-
action wheel torque commands based on the vehicle
torque commands and provide reaction wheel torque
commands to the control module 108 in lieu of providing
a vehicle torque command. Various control schemes
and/or algorithms for determining reaction wheel torque
commands are well known and will vary depending on
the particular embodiment and configuration of reaction
wheels of the reaction wheel array 110, and therefore,
the specific methods for determining torque commands
for the individual reaction wheels of the reaction wheel
array 110 will not be described in detail herein.

5 6 



EP 2 538 299 B1

5

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

[0020] It should be understood that FIG. 1 is a simpli-
fied representation of a space vehicle 114 for purposes
of explanation and ease of description, and FIG. 1 is not
intended to limit the application or scope of the subject
matter in any way. In this regard, although FIG. 1 depicts
the ACS 102 onboard the space vehicle 114, in some
embodiments, some components of the ACS 102 may
be separate from the space vehicle 114 and remotely
located (e.g., at a terrestrial location on the Earth) and
communicatively coupled to the MCS 104 and vehicle
sensor system 106 onboard the space vehicle 114, for
example, via a wireless data link or another suitable wire-
less data communication medium. In practice, the space
vehicle 114 may also include numerous other compo-
nents for providing additional functions and features, as
will be appreciated in the art.
[0021] FIG. 2 depicts an exemplary embodiment of a
reaction wheel control system 200 suitable for use with
a reaction wheel assembly 230. In this regard, in an ex-
emplary embodiment, the reaction wheel control system
200 is implemented by the control module 108 and/or
MCS 104 in the control system 100 of FIG. 1 for each
reaction wheel 230 of the reaction wheel array 110. The
illustrated reaction wheel control system 200 includes,
without limitation, a torque integration block 202, a rotor
speed observation block 204, a summation block 206, a
gain block 208, an incremental rotor rate conversion
block 210, an incremental rotor rate observation block
212, a second summation block 214, a phase error inte-
gration block 216, a nonlinear motor torque command
generation block 218, and a motor torque command se-
lection arrangement 220. The motor torque commands
at the output 224 of the reaction wheel control system
200 are provided to the electric motor 232 of the reaction
wheel 230, wherein the electric motor 232 is responsive
to the motor torque command and thereby operated to
apply the corresponding torque to the rotor 234 of the
reaction wheel 230. As described in greater detail below,
when the magnitude of the rotational speed of the rotor
234 of the reaction wheel 230 is less than a threshold
rotational speed, the reaction wheel control system 200
generates or otherwise provides modified motor torque
commands determined by the nonlinear motor torque
command generation block 218 at the output 224 that
based on a phase error for the rotor 234 of the reaction
wheel to reduce the amount of time during which the ro-
tation of the rotor 234 is unintentionally stopped due to
friction in its bearings. As described in greater detail be-
low, the modified motor torque commands determined
by the nonlinear motor torque command generation block
218 are not linearly related to the phase error. In this
regard, the magnitudes of the modified motor torque
commands are not proportional to the magnitude of the
phase error.
[0022] In an exemplary embodiment, the input 222 of
the reaction wheel control system 200 receives or other-
wise obtains a reaction wheel torque command corre-
sponding to the component of the vehicle torque com-

mand provided by the ACS 102 that is to be produced
by the respective reaction wheel 230 of the reaction
wheel array 110. In other words, the reaction wheel
torque command at the input 222 corresponds to the
component of the vehicle torque command aligned with
the axis of rotation of the rotor 234 and is intended to
result in the reaction wheel 230 being operated to pro-
duce a component of the desired reactionary torque to
be imparted to the vehicle 114 by the reaction wheel array
110. As described above, in some embodiments, the
MCS 104 and/or control module 108 may determine the
reaction wheel torque command based on the vehicle
torque command received from the ACS 102 and the
geometric arrangement of the reaction wheel 230 with
respect of the other reaction wheels of the reaction wheel
array 110. As illustrated, the torque integration block 202
is coupled to the input 222 to receive the reaction wheel
torque command, and the torque integration block 202
has a transfer function configured to convert the reaction
wheel torque command to obtain an expected (or de-
sired) angular velocity (e.g., in radians per second) for
the rotor 234 of the reaction wheel 230 that corresponds
to the reaction wheel torque command. In other words,
the output of the torque integration block 202 corre-
sponds to the angular velocity of the rotor 234 of the
reaction wheel 230 that would be expected if the reaction
wheel 230 were producing the commanded reaction
wheel torque provided at the input 222.
[0023] As illustrated, the output of the torque integra-
tion block 202 is coupled to a first input of the summation
block 206, which is configured to determine the difference
between the expected angular velocity of the rotor 234
and a measured (or observed) angular velocity of the
rotor 234. In the illustrated embodiment, the rotor speed
observation block 204 is coupled to the rotation sensing
element 240 coupled to the rotor 234, wherein the rotor
speed observation block 204 counts or otherwise moni-
tors the number of output pulses generated by the rota-
tion sensing element 240 over a control cycle (or another
observation time interval) in a manner that accounts for
the direction of rotation of the rotor 234 (e.g., one rota-
tional direction is positive and the opposite direction is
negative, with the count being increased when rotation
is in the positive direction and decreased when rotation
is in the negative direction), and determines the corre-
sponding angular velocity of the rotor 234, which is pro-
vided to the input of the summation block 206. For ex-
ample, in accordance with one embodiment the rotation
sensing element 240 is realized as a tachometer config-
ured to generate output pulses at rotational increments
equal to 2π/18 radians, the rotor speed observation block
204 counts the number of output pulses generated by
the tachometer 240 during the preceding control cycle,
multiplies the total number of output pulses by 2π/18 ra-
dians, and divides the result by the duration of the control
cycle to determine the measured (or observed) angular
velocity of the rotor 234 in radians per second. In this
manner, the angular velocity provided by the rotor speed
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observation block 204 is measured, sensed or otherwise
obtained using the tachometer 240. The measured an-
gular velocity determined by the rotor speed observation
block 204 is provided to a second input of the summation
block 206, wherein the output of the summation block
206 represents the velocity error of the rotor 234, that is,
the difference between the expected angular velocity of
the rotor 234 and the measured angular velocity of the
rotor 234, which is amplified by the gain block 208 to
obtain a closed-loop motor torque command for operat-
ing the electric motor 232. The output of the gain block
208 is coupled to an input of the motor torque command
selection arrangement 220.
[0024] In an exemplary embodiment, the motor torque
command selection arrangement 220 is configured to ob-
tain or otherwise receive the measured angular velocity
of the rotor 234 from the rotor speed observation block
204, and when the motor torque command selection ar-
rangement 220 determines that the magnitude of the
measured angular velocity of the rotor 234 is above a
threshold rotational speed (e.g., 0.5 radians per second),
the motor torque command selection arrangement 220
provides the closed-loop motor torque command from
the gain block 208 to the output 224, as described in
greater detail below. As described above, the motor
torque commands provided by the motor torque com-
mand selection arrangement 220 to the output 224 are
provided to the electric motor 232 of the reaction wheel
230. The electric motor 232 is mechanically coupled to
the rotor 234 (e.g., via a shaft or another drive train ele-
ment) and generates, produces, or otherwise applies a
torque to the rotor 234 of the reaction wheel 230 having
a magnitude and direction corresponding to the motor
torque command provided by the reaction wheel control
system 200 at the output 224. In an exemplary embodi-
ment, the transfer function and/or gain of the gain block
208 is chosen such that the closed-loop motor torque
command generated by the closed-loop control system
implemented by the arrangement of the torque integra-
tion block 202, the rotor speed observation block 204,
the summation block 206, and the gain block 208 oper-
ates the electric motor 232 to increase and/or decrease
the angular velocity of the rotor 234 to be substantially
equal to the expected angular velocity at the output of
the torque integration block 202 to maintain the rotor ve-
locity error at the output of the summation block 206 at
a minimum.
[0025] In the illustrated embodiment of FIG. 2, the out-
put of the torque integration block 202 is also coupled to
the input of the incremental rotor rate conversion block
210, wherein the incremental rotor rate conversion block
210 receives the expected angular velocity for the rotor
234 from the torque integration block 202 and converts
that angular velocity into an expected (or desired) incre-
mental rotational rate for the rotor 234 corresponding to
the reaction wheel torque command. In this regard, the
expected incremental rotational rate represents the rate
(or frequency) of output pulses that would be expected

to be generated by the tachometer 240 coupled to the
rotor 234 of the reaction wheel 230 if the rotor 234 were
rotating with the expected angular velocity to produce
the commanded reaction wheel torque, that is, the
number of rotational increments that would be observed
by the tachometer 240 per unit of time at the expected
angular velocity. Thus, the expected incremental rota-
tional rate represents the expected rotational speed of
the rotor 234 expressed in terms of rotational increments
per time. For example, as described above, in accord-
ance with one exemplary embodiment, the tachometer
240 generates eighteen output pulses per revolution,
such that when the output of the torque integration block
202 is in radians per second, the incremental rotor rate
conversion block 210 multiplies the expected angular ve-
locity by the inverse of the tachometer rotational incre-
ment (e.g., 18/2π tachometer pulses per radians) to obtain
the expected incremental rotational rate in tachometer
output pulses per second.
[0026] The incremental rotor rate observation block
212 is coupled to or otherwise configured to receive the
output pulses from the tachometer 240 associated with
the reaction wheel 230, wherein the incremental rotor
rate observation block 212 is configured to determine the
measured (or observed) incremental rate of the rotor
based on the number of output pulses generated by the
tachometer 240. In this regard, the incremental rotor rate
observation block 212 counts the output pulses generat-
ed by the tachometer 240 (in a manner that accounts for
the direction of rotation as described above in the context
of rotor speed observation block 204) and differentiates
the tachometer pulses or otherwise divides the total
number of tachometer output pulses by the duration of
the control cycle (or other observation time interval) to
obtain a measured (or observed) incremental rate for the
rotor 234 of the reaction wheel 230 in tachometer pulses
per second. Thus, the measured incremental rotational
rate represents the measured rotational speed of the ro-
tor 234 expressed in terms of rotational increments per
time. As illustrated, the output of the incremental rotor
rate conversion block 210 is coupled or otherwise pro-
vided to a first input of the summation block 214 and the
output of the incremental rotor rate observation block 212
is coupled or otherwise provided to a second input of the
summation block 214, wherein the summation block 214
is configured to subtract the measured incremental rota-
tional rate determined by incremental rotor rate observa-
tion block 212 from the expected incremental rotational
rate determined by incremental rotor rate conversion
block 210 to obtain an incremental rate error. The output
of the summation block 214 is coupled or otherwise pro-
vided to the input of the phase error integration block
216, wherein the phase error integration block 216 is con-
figured to integrate the incremental rate error to obtain a
phase error (perr) for the rotor 234 of the reaction wheel
230. In this regard, the phase error represents the differ-
ence between the expected (or desired) angular position
of the rotor 234, determined based on the reaction wheel
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torque command provided at the input 222, and the
measured (or observed) position of the rotor 234, deter-
mined based on the tachometer output pulses, ex-
pressed in terms of a number of tachometer output pulses
(or tachometer rotational increments).
[0027] In an exemplary embodiment, the output of the
phase error integration block 216 is coupled or otherwise
provided to the input of the nonlinear motor torque com-
mand generation block 218 which generates a modified
motor torque command at its output based on the phase
error obtained from the phase error integration block 216.
The modified motor torque command is provided to an-
other input of the motor torque command selection ar-
rangement 220. As described above, the motor torque
command selection arrangement 220 receives the meas-
ured angular velocity of the rotor 234 from the rotor speed
observation block 204, and in response to detecting or
otherwise determining that the magnitude of the meas-
ured angular velocity of the rotor 234 is less than the
threshold rotational speed (e.g., 0.5 radians per second),
the motor torque command selection arrangement 220
provides the modified motor torque command to the out-
put 224.
[0028] In an exemplary embodiment, the modified mo-
tor torque commands generated by the nonlinear motor
torque command generation block 218 are nonlinearly
related to the phase error from the phase error integration
block 216 and attempt to maintain the rotor position in
phase lock with the desired rotor position by accounting
for the oppositional torque (e.g., the running drag torque)
caused by frictional forces in the bearings of the reaction
wheel 230. In an exemplary embodiment, the output of
the tachometer 240 is discrete in nature (e.g., emitting a
fixed number of pulses per revolution), and accordingly,
in this context, phase lock is achieved by cycling between
"ahead" and "behind" the ideal position. To obtain this
"phase lock" condition, the torque generated by the elec-
tric motor 232 is greater than the running drag torque
when the rotor position is behind the desired rotor position
and is less than the running drag torque when the rotor
position is ahead of the desired rotor position. The phase
error produced by integrator 216 indicates how far ahead
or behind the rotor is from phase lock with the desired
rotor position, in units equivalent to the tachometer in-
crement (e.g., a multiple of the angular displacement be-
tween tachometer output pulses). When the phase error
is indicative of the rotor position being less than one ta-
chometer increment behind the expected rotor position
(e.g., 0 ≤ perr < 1), the nonlinear motor torque command
generation block 218 generates or otherwise provides a
modified motor torque command at the input to the motor
torque command selection arrangement 220 having a
magnitude that is greater than the likely maximum run-
ning torque for the reaction wheel 230, alternatively re-
ferred to herein as an acceleration motor torque com-
mand. In this regard, when an acceleration motor torque
command having a magnitude that is greater than the
running torque is provided to the output 224 by the motor

torque command selection arrangement 220, the electric
motor 232 applies a torque to the rotor 234 that acceler-
ates the rotation of the rotor 234 by virtue of its magnitude
exceeding the oppositional torque caused by kinetic fric-
tion in the bearings. In this manner, the acceleration mo-
tor torque command reduces the phase error of the rotor
234. It should be noted that the frictional forces in the
bearings vary over time, and in some embodiments, the
nonlinear torque command generation block 218 may
dynamically calculate the maximum running torque
based on previously applied motor torque commands
and previously obtained rotor speed and modify the mag-
nitude of the acceleration motor torque command in a
corresponding manner to reflect the current state of the
reaction wheel bearings.
[0029] When the phase error is indicative of the rotor
234 of the reaction wheel 230 being ahead of the expect-
ed rotor position by less than one tachometer increment
(e.g., -1 < Perr < 0 ), the nonlinear motor torque command
generation block 218 generates or otherwise provides a
modified motor torque command at the input of the motor
torque command selection arrangement 220 having a
magnitude that is less than the likely minimum running
torque for the reaction wheel 230, alternatively referred
to herein as a deceleration motor torque command. In
this regard, when the electric motor 232 applies a torque
to the rotor 234 which less than the running torque, the
rotor 234 slows down or otherwise loses rotational ve-
locity due to the running torque caused by friction in the
bearings exceeding the torque applied by the electric mo-
tor 232. The deceleration motor torque command in-
creases the likelihood of the rotor 234 returning to being
in phase lock with the expected rotor position. In an ex-
emplary embodiment, when the phase error is indicative
of the rotor 234 of the reaction wheel 230 being ahead
of the expected rotor position by less than one tachom-
eter increment, the nonlinear motor torque command
generation block 218 generates or otherwise provides a
deceleration motor torque command having a magnitude
that is equal to one half of the magnitude of the nominal
running torque for the reaction wheel 230. In an exem-
plary embodiment, when the rotor phase error is indica-
tive of the rotor 234 of the reaction wheel 230 being ahead
of the expected rotor position by one or more tachometer
increments (e.g., perr ≤ -1), the nonlinear motor torque
command generation block 218 generates or otherwise
provides a modified motor torque command at the input
of the motor torque command selection arrangement 220
having a magnitude equal to zero to ensure the rotor 234
slows down due to the friction in the bearings.
[0030] Alternatively, when the phase error is indicative
of the rotor 234 of the reaction wheel 230 being behind
the expected rotor position by at least one tachometer
increment but less than two tachometer increments (e.g.,
1 ≤ perr < 2), the nonlinear motor torque command gen-
eration block 218 generates or otherwise provides a mod-
ified motor torque command having a magnitude that ex-
ceeds the magnitude of the maximum torque likely to be
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caused by the static friction in the bearings of the reaction
wheel 230, or in other words, a magnitude greater than
the maximum breakaway torque. In one embodiment,
the nonlinear motor torque command generation block
218 generates or otherwise provides at the output 224 a
modified motor torque command consisting of a pre-
stored waveform having an instantaneous peak value
greater than the magnitude of the maximum torque likely
to be caused by the static friction in the bearings of the
reaction wheel 230. In this regard, when rotation of the
rotor 234 is stopped (i.e., rotational speed equal to zero),
the torque necessary to overcome static friction (or stic-
tion) forces in the bearings may be much greater than
the running torque attributable to kinetic friction in the
bearings. For example, the magnitude of the torque at-
tributable to stiction (e.g., the breakaway torque) may be
as much as ten to fifty times the running torque. Thus,
the modified motor torque command waveform provided
by the block 218 when the rotor 234 is behind the ex-
pected rotor position has an instantaneous magnitude
that exceeds the stiction torque, and accordingly, for
ease of explanation, the modified motor torque command
having an instantaneous magnitude that is greater than
or equal to the magnitude of the maximum torque likely
to be caused by the friction in the bearings is alternatively
referred to herein as a stiction-overcoming motor torque
command. As described in greater detail below in the
context of FIG. 4, in an exemplary embodiment, the stic-
tion-overcoming motor torque command increases from
the value of the preceding motor torque command with
substantially sinusoidal shape to a peak value greater
than or equal to the stiction torque (e.g., the maximum
torque likely to be caused by bearing friction) before de-
creasing with substantially sinusoidal shape and settling
at a constant value that is greater than the running torque
for the remainder of the control cycle. In this situation,
when the electric motor 232 applies the stiction-overcom-
ing torque to the rotor 234, any opposing torque attribut-
able to frictional forces in the bearings of the reaction
wheel 230 is likely to be overcome at least instantane-
ously. By overcoming the frictional forces in the reaction
wheel bearings, the stiction-overcoming motor torque
command may accelerate the rotor 234 or otherwise in-
crease the rotational speed of the rotor 234 and thereby
reduces the likelihood of the rotation of the rotor 234 be-
ing unintentionally stopped for an extended period of
time. Preferably, the stiction-overcoming motor torque
command returns the rotor 234 to being in phase lock
with (or slightly ahead of) the expected rotor position by
the next control cycle. As described in greater detail be-
low, in an exemplary embodiment, once the nonlinear
motor torque command generation block 218 generates
the stiction-overcoming motor torque command, the non-
linear motor torque command generation block 218 is
configured to wait for a first delay time interval before
subsequently generating another stiction-overcoming
motor torque command to allow for the possibility of the
rotor 234 returning to being in phase lock with the ex-

pected rotor position with minimal overshoot.
[0031] In a similar manner, when the phase error is
indicative of the rotor 234 of the reaction wheel 230 being
behind the expected rotor position by at least two tachom-
eter increments (e.g., perr > 2), the nonlinear motor torque
command generation block 218 generates or otherwise
provides one or more additional stiction-overcoming mo-
tor torque command waveforms that increase to an in-
stantaneous peak value greater than or equal to the mag-
nitude of the maximum torque likely to be caused by stic-
tion forces in the reaction wheel bearings. In some em-
bodiments, the magnitude of the second stiction-over-
coming motor torque command may exceed the magni-
tude of the first stiction-overcoming motor torque com-
mand (e.g., when the rotor 234 is less than two tachom-
eter increments ahead). In an exemplary embodiment,
after the nonlinear motor torque command generation
block 218 identifies a phase error of two or more tachom-
eter increments behind the desired rotor position, the
nonlinear motor torque command generation block 218
is configured to wait for a second delay time interval,
which is less than the first delay time interval used with
the first stiction-overcoming motor torque command
(e.g., when the phase error is indicative of the rotor 234
being behind the desired rotor position by less than two
tachometer increments), before subsequently generat-
ing another stiction-overcoming motor torque command.
In this regard, the shorter delay time interval allows for
the transfer of additional energy to the rotor 234 to reduce
the amount of time the rotor 234 is unintentionally
stopped.
[0032] It should be understood that the description of
the nonlinear motor torque command generation block
218 in the context of FIGS. 2-4 is not intended to limit the
application or scope of the subject matter in any way. In
practice, there are numerous possible configurations of
deceleration motor torque commands, acceleration mo-
tor torque commands, and stiction-overcoming motor
torque commands that may be implemented in an equiv-
alent manner to achieve substantially the same function-
ality. In this regard, the exemplary deceleration motor
torque commands, acceleration motor torque com-
mands, and stiction-overcoming motor torque com-
mands described herein are representative of merely one
example embodiment for purposes of explanation.
[0033] Referring now to FIG. 3, in an exemplary em-
bodiment, a control system may be configured to perform
a control process 300 and additional tasks, functions,
and operations described below. The various tasks may
be performed by software, hardware, firmware, or any
combination thereof. For illustrative purposes, the follow-
ing description may refer to elements mentioned above
in connection with FIGS. 1-2. In practice, the tasks, func-
tions, and operations may be performed by different el-
ements of the described system, such as the MCS 104,
the control module 108, the reaction wheel array 110,
the sensing arrangement 112, the reaction wheel control
system 200, the reaction wheel 230, and/or the tachom-
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eter 240. It should be appreciated that any number of
additional or alternative tasks may be included, and may
be incorporated into a more comprehensive procedure
or process having additional functionality not described
in detail herein.
[0034] Referring to FIG. 3, and with continued refer-
ence to FIG. 1 and FIG. 2, the control process 300 is
performed to determine motor torque commands for op-
erating an electric motor of a reaction wheel. In this re-
gard, in an exemplary embodiment, the control process
300 is performed concurrently for each individual reaction
wheel 230 in the reaction wheel array 110 of the control
system 100. The control process 300 begins by obtaining
a torque command for the reaction wheel (e.g., a reaction
wheel torque command) (task 302). As described above,
the ACS 102 determines a vehicle torque command that
corresponds to a desired amount of reactionary torque
to be provided by the MCS 104 and/or reaction wheel
array 110 to reorient or otherwise adjust the attitude of
the space vehicle 114 to achieve a desired attitude and/or
rotational velocity of the space vehicle 114. In one em-
bodiment, the MCS 104 and/or control module 108 re-
ceives the vehicle torque command from the ACS 102,
and in response, determines reaction wheel torque com-
mands for the individual reaction wheels of the reaction
wheel array 110 based on the vehicle torque command
and the geometric arrangement of the reaction wheels
of the reaction wheel array 110. In this regard, the MCS
104 and/or control module 108 to determine how the an-
gular velocities of the individual reaction wheels should
be increased and/or decreased to produce a component
of the vehicle torque command. In other embodiments,
the ACS 102 may determine reaction wheel torque com-
mands based on the vehicle torque command in similar
manner, and provide the reaction wheel torque com-
mands to the MCS 104 and/or control module 108. As
described above in the context of FIG. 2, the input 222
of the reaction wheel control system 200 obtains or oth-
erwise receives the reaction wheel torque command that
is utilized to determine the motor torque command for
operating the electric motor 232 of the reaction wheel
230.
[0035] In an exemplary embodiment, the control proc-
ess 300 continues by determining whether the rotational
speed of the reaction wheel is above a threshold rota-
tional speed value (task 304). The threshold rotational
speed value represents a magnitude of the angular ve-
locity of the reaction wheel rotor where rotation of the
rotor is sufficiently unlikely to be stopped by frictional forc-
es in the bearings of the reaction wheel within the next
control cycle. In accordance with one or more embodi-
ments, the threshold rotational speed value is 0.5 radians
per second. When the rotational speed of the rotor of the
reaction wheel is above the threshold value, the control
process 300 continues by determining a closed-loop mo-
tor torque command for the reaction wheel and operating
the electric motor of the reaction wheel in accordance
with the closed-loop motor torque command (tasks 306,

308). As described above in the context of FIG. 2, in an
exemplary embodiment, the reaction wheel control sys-
tem 200 implemented by the MCS 104 and/or control
module 108 includes a rotor speed observation block 204
coupled to the tachometer 240 associated with the reac-
tion wheel 230, wherein the rotor speed observation
block 204 determines the measured angular velocity of
the rotor 234 and provides the rotor angular velocity to
the motor torque command selection arrangement 220.
When the magnitude of the rotor angular velocity is above
the threshold rotational speed value (e.g., 0.5 radians
per second), the motor torque command selection ar-
rangement 220 provides closed-loop motor torque com-
mands from the output of the gain block 208 to the electric
motor 232 of the reaction wheel 230. As described above,
the closed-loop motor torque commands are determined
by integrating or otherwise converting the reaction wheel
torque command to an expected rotor angular velocity
(e.g., by the torque integration block 202), subtracting
the measured rotor angular velocity from the expected
rotor angular velocity (e.g., by summation block 206) to
obtain the rotor velocity error, and amplifying the rotor
velocity error (e.g., by the gain block 208). The closed-
loop motor torque commands are provided to the electric
motor 232 via the motor torque command selection ar-
rangement 220, wherein the electric motor 232 applies
torque to the rotor 234 corresponding to motor torque
command at the output 224 to adjust the rotational ve-
locity of the rotor 234 in a manner that reduces the rotor
speed velocity error, and thereby, imparts the command-
ed torque component on the vehicle 114.
[0036] The loop defined by tasks 302, 304, 306 and
308 may repeat as desired throughout operation of the
control system 100 until the rotational speed of the reac-
tion wheel 230 falls below the threshold rotor speed val-
ue. It should be noted that the closed-loop motor torque
commands are linearly related to the rotor velocity error
and by virtue of the feedback loop compensate for kinetic
friction in the bearings of the reaction wheel 230 to pro-
vide the desired torque to the space vehicle 114. In this
regard, the gain and/or transfer function of the gain block
208 may be chosen to accurately provide the desired
torque to the space vehicle 114 when the rotor 234 is
rotating. However, as described above, the torque
caused by stiction in the reaction wheel bearings may be
substantially greater than the torque attributable to kinetic
friction in the reaction wheel bearings. Thus, when the
rotation of the rotor 234 is stopped at low rotational
speeds and/or during changes of direction, it may take a
number of control cycles for the rotor velocity error to
increase to a large enough value that results in the mag-
nitude of the closed-loop motor torque command at the
output of the gain block 208 exceeding the stiction torque.
As a result, at low rotational speeds and/or during chang-
es of direction, the closed-loop motor torque commands
may suffer from undesirably long response times or un-
desirable attitude errors.
[0037] Still referring to FIG. 3, when the rotor rotational
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speed is below the threshold rotational speed value, the
control process 300 determines a rotor phase error for
the reaction wheel and determines a modified motor
torque command for the reaction wheel based on the
rotor phase error (task 310, 312). As described above in
the context of FIG. 2, when the magnitude of the rotor
angular velocity is below the threshold value (e.g., less
0.5 radians per second), the motor torque command se-
lection arrangement 220 provides modified motor torque
commands to the electric motor 232 of the reaction wheel
230 from the nonlinear motor torque command genera-
tion block 218, wherein the modified motor torque com-
mands provided and/or generated by the nonlinear motor
torque command generation block 218 are nonlinearly
related to the phase error and/or angular position of the
rotor 234 and intended to maintain the rotor position in
phase lock with the expected rotor position by accounting
for the friction forces in the bearings of the reaction wheel
230. The incremental rotor rate conversion block 210 de-
termines the expected incremental rate for the output
pulses of the tachometer 240 based on the expected rotor
angular velocity from the output of the torque integration
block 202, and the incremental rotor rate observation
block 212 determines the measured incremental rota-
tional rate based on the output pulses generated by the
tachometer 240 over a control cycle. The summation
block 214 determines the incremental rate error based
on the difference between the expected incremental ro-
tational rate and the measured incremental rotational
rate, and the phase error integration block 216 integrates
the incremental rate error to obtain a phase error repre-
sentative of the angular position between an expected
rotor position and the measured rotor position expressed
in terms of a number of tachometer output pulses (or
tachometer rotational increments). Based on the rotor
phase error from phase error integration block 216, the
nonlinear motor torque command generation block 218
determines a modified motor torque command to be pro-
vided to the motor torque command selection arrange-
ment 220 and/or electric motor 232 that reduces the like-
lihood of frictional forces in the reaction wheel bearings
undesirably stopping rotation of the rotor 234, as de-
scribed above in the context of FIG. 2 and described in
greater detail below in the context of FIG. 4. The modified
motor torque commands are provided to the electric mo-
tor 232 via the motor torque command selection arrange-
ment 220, wherein the electric motor 232 applies the ap-
propriate torque to the rotor 234 to adjust the rotor posi-
tion (task 308). The loop defined by tasks 302, 304, 310,
312 and 308 may repeat as desired throughout operation
of the control system 100 until the rotational speed of the
particular reaction wheel in the reaction wheel array 110
increases above the threshold value.
[0038] FIG. 4 depicts the magnitude of the modified
motor torque commands that are determined by the non-
linear motor torque command generation block 218 and
applied to the rotor 234 by the electric motor 232 when
the rotor rotational speed is below the threshold rotational

speed value for one exemplary embodiment of reaction
wheel control system 200. As illustrated by FIG. 4, and
with reference to FIGS. 1-3, from an initial time (t0) to a
subsequent time (t1), while the rotor phase error is indic-
ative of the measured rotor position being behind the
expected rotor position by less than one tachometer in-
crement (or tachometer output pulse) (e.g., 0 < perr < 1),
the reaction wheel control system 200 provides an ac-
celeration motor torque command that is greater than the
likely maximum running torque for the reaction wheel 230
to the electric motor 232. As described above, in an ex-
emplary embodiment, the reaction wheel control system
200 and/or nonlinear motor torque command generation
block 218 provides an acceleration motor torque com-
mand having a magnitude equal to twice the nominal
running torque (2TR) when the rotor phase error is indic-
ative of the rotor 234 being behind the expected rotor
position. At time (t1), when the rotor phase error is indic-
ative of the measured rotor position being ahead of the
expected rotor position by less than one full tachometer
increment (e.g., -1 < perr < 0), the reaction wheel control
system 200 provides a deceleration motor torque com-
mand that is less than the likely minimum running torque
to the electric motor 232. While the measured rotor po-
sition is less than one tachometer increment ahead of
the expected rotor position, the reaction wheel control
system 200 provides a deceleration motor torque com-
mand that is less than the running torque until a subse-
quent time (t2) when the rotor phase error is indicative of
the rotor 234 being ahead of the expected rotor position,
at which point the reaction wheel control system 200
resumes providing modified motor torque commands
greater than the running torque. As described above, in
an exemplary embodiment, the reaction wheel control
system 200 and/or nonlinear motor torque command
generation block 218 provides a deceleration motor
torque command having a magnitude equal to half the
nominal running torque (TR/2) when the rotor phase error
is indicative of the rotor 234 being ahead of the expected
rotor position by less than one tachometer increment. As
long as torque caused by kinetic friction in the bearings
of the reaction wheel 230 falls between these two com-
mands (e.g., between twice the nominal running torque
and half the nominal running torque) the reaction wheel
control system 200 alternates between providing accel-
eration motor torque commands and deceleration motor
torque commands based on the phase error to maintain
the rotor 234 in phase lock with the expected rotor posi-
tion, as illustrated in FIG. 4.
[0039] As the magnitude of the rotational speed of the
rotor 234 decreases toward zero and/or reaches zero,
the breakaway stiction torque in the bearings of the re-
action wheel 230 may exceed the acceleration motor
torque command, thereby causing the position of the ro-
tor 234 to fall behind the expected rotor position. When
the phase error is indicative of the rotor 234 of the reaction
wheel 230 being behind the expected rotor position by
at least one tachometer increment but less than two ta-
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chometer increments at a subsequent time (t3), the re-
action wheel control system 200 provides a stiction-over-
coming motor torque command waveform having an in-
stantaneous peak value (TS) that exceeds the maximum
torque expected to be caused by stiction forces in the
bearings of the reaction wheel 230 (e.g., the maximum
breakaway torque). As illustrated, in an exemplary em-
bodiment, the reaction wheel control system 200 and/or
nonlinear motor torque command generation block 218
provides a stiction-overcoming motor torque command
that increases substantially sinusoidally from the preced-
ing torque command value (2TR) to the instantaneous
peak value (TS) that exceeds the stiction torque before
decreasing substantially sinusoidally from the peak value
(TS) to a torque that exceeds the likely maximum running
torque. As noted above, depending on the embodiment,
the instantaneous peak value may range from about ten
to fifty times the nominal running torque (e.g., 10TR < TS
< 50TR). As described above, in an exemplary embodi-
ment, the reaction wheel control system 200 and/or non-
linear motor torque command generation block 218 is
configured to wait for a delay interval (td) that is chosen
based on the rotor phase error before applying another
stiction-overcoming motor torque command to allow for
the possibility of the rotor 234 returning to being in phase
lock with the expected rotor position without an additional
stiction-overcoming motor torque command. As illustrat-
ed, if at some subsequent time (t4), which is at least the
delay interval time (td) after the time (t3) of the preceding
stiction-overcoming motor torque command, the rotor
phase error indicates the rotor 234 of the reaction wheel
230 is still behind the expected rotor position by one to
two tachometer increments, the reaction wheel control
system 200 and/or nonlinear motor torque command
generation block 218 provides another stiction-overcom-
ing motor torque command to the electric motor 232. As
illustrated, the stiction-overcoming motor torque com-
mand may overcome frictional forces in the bearings to
accelerate or otherwise rotate the rotor 234, such that
rotor position returns to being in phase lock with the ex-
pected rotor position, and at some subsequent time (t5)
the measured rotor position returns to being ahead of the
expected rotor position. When the rotor phase error in-
dicates the rotor 234 is ahead of the expected rotor po-
sition, the reaction wheel control system 200 provides a
deceleration motor torque command that is less than the
likely minimum running torque to the electric motor 232
until the rotor 234 is in phase lock with the expected rotor
position, as described above.
[0040] FIG. 5 illustrates the instantaneous peak mag-
nitude of the modified motor torque commands with re-
spect to the phase error (perr) for an exemplary embod-
iment of the reaction wheel control system 200. As illus-
trated in FIG. 5 and described above in the context of
FIGS. 2-4, the magnitude of the modified motor torque
commands are nonlinearly related to the amount of
phase error. In other words, an increase and/or decrease
in the phase error produces a disproportionate change

in the instantaneous peak magnitude of the resulting
modified motor torque command. It should be noted that
although not illustrated in FIG. 5, when the phase error
increases and indicates the rotor 234 of the reaction
wheel 230 is behind the expected rotor position by at
least two tachometer increments (e.g., perr > 2), the sub-
sequently generated stiction-overcoming motor torque
command waveform may have an instantaneous peak
magnitude that exceeds that of the stiction-overcoming
motor torque command when the rotor 234 of the reaction
wheel 230 is behind the expected rotor position by less
than two tachometer increments. For example, when the
rotor 234 of the reaction wheel 230 is behind the expected
rotor position by at least two tachometer increments (e.g.,
perr > 2), the resulting stiction-overcoming motor torque
command waveform (TS2) may have an instantaneous
peak magnitude that is some multiple (n) of the peak
magnitude of the stiction-overcoming motor torque com-
mand when the rotor 234 of the reaction wheel 230 is
behind the expected rotor position by more than one but
less than two tachometer increments (e.g., TS2 = n 3 TS)
to ensure that the rotor 234 rotates and returns to being
in phase lock with the expected rotor position within a
reduce amount of time.
[0041] One advantage of the systems and/or methods
described above is that by applying modified motor
torque commands that are nonlinearly related to the rotor
phase error at low rotational speeds, the effects of stiction
can be mitigated, thereby reducing attitude errors. As
described above, the duration of time during which the
rotor of a reaction wheel being unintentionally stopped
is reduced, and in some embodiments, the stiction-over-
coming motor torque commands may result in the rotor
resuming rotation and reaching its desired rotor position
and/or angular velocity within as few as one control cycle.
As compared to the closed-loop motor torque commands
that are linearly related to the rotor velocity error de-
scribed above, the phase-locked loop motor torque com-
mands have a reduced response time when the rotation
of the rotor is stopped and/or changes direction.
[0042] Techniques and technologies may be de-
scribed herein in terms of functional and/or logical block
components, and with reference to symbolic represen-
tations of operations, processing tasks, and functions
that may be performed by various computing compo-
nents or devices. It should be appreciated that the various
block components shown in the figures may be realized
by any number of hardware, software, and/or firmware
components configured to perform the specified func-
tions. For example, an embodiment of a system or a com-
ponent may employ various integrated circuit compo-
nents, e.g., memory elements, digital signal processing
elements, logic elements, look-up tables, or the like,
which may carry out a variety of functions under the con-
trol of one or more microprocessors or other control de-
vices. Furthermore, embodiments of the subject matter
described herein can be stored on, encoded on, or oth-
erwise embodied by any suitable non-transitory compu-
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ter-readable medium as computer-executable instruc-
tions or data stored thereon that, when executed (e.g.,
by control module 108 and/or MCS 104), facilitate gen-
eration of motor torque commands for operating a reac-
tion wheel in accordance with the control process 200
described above.
[0043] The foregoing description refers to elements or
nodes or features being "coupled" together. As used
herein, unless expressly stated otherwise, "coupled"
means that one element/node/feature is directly or indi-
rectly joined to (or directly or indirectly communicates
with) another element/node/feature, and not necessarily
mechanically. Thus, although the drawings may depict
one exemplary arrangement of elements, additional in-
tervening elements, devices, features, or components
may be present in an embodiment of the depicted subject
matter. In addition, certain terminology may also be used
in the following description for the purpose of reference
only, and thus are not intended to be limiting. For exam-
ple, terms such as "first", "second" and other such nu-
merical terms referring to structures do not imply a se-
quence or order unless clearly indicated by the context.
[0044] For the sake of brevity, conventional techniques
related to attitude control systems, reaction wheel con-
trols, slew planning, satellite and/or spacecraft controls,
and other functional aspects of the systems (and the in-
dividual operating components of the systems) may not
be described in detail herein. Furthermore, the connect-
ing lines shown in the various figures contained herein
are intended to represent exemplary functional relation-
ships and/or physical couplings between the various el-
ements.

Claims

1. A method executable by a control module (108) to
control an attitude of a vehicle (114) using a reaction
wheel (230) onboard the vehicle (114), the method
comprising:

receiving a reaction wheel torque command for
adjusting the attitude of the vehicle (114);
determining a phase error of a rotor (234) of the
reaction wheel (230) based at least in part on
the reaction wheel torque command;
determining a motor torque command for the re-
action wheel (230) based on the phase error;
and
providing the motor torque command to the re-
action wheel (230).

characterised in that:
a relationship between a magnitude of the motor
torque command and a magnitude of the phase error
is nonlinear.

2. The method of claim 1, wherein the phase error is

indicative of an angular displacement between an
angular position of the rotor (234) and an expected
position of the rotor (234) based on the reaction
wheel torque command.

3. The method of claim 1, wherein determining the mo-
tor torque command comprises determining a stic-
tion-overcoming motor torque command when the
phase error is indicative of the rotor (234) being be-
hind an expected rotor (234) position by at least a
first amount.

4. The method of claim 1, wherein determining the mo-
tor torque command comprises:

determining a deceleration motor torque com-
mand when the phase error is indicative of a
position of the rotor (234) being ahead of an ex-
pected rotor (234) position;
determining a stiction-overcoming motor torque
command when the phase error is indicative of
the position of the rotor (234) being behind the
expected rotor (234) position by at least one ro-
tational increment; and
determining an acceleration motor torque com-
mand when the phase error is indicative of the
position of the rotor (234) being behind the ex-
pected rotor (234) position by less than one ro-
tational increment.

5. The method of claim 1, wherein determining the mo-
tor torque command based on the phase error com-
prises:

determining a deceleration motor torque com-
mand having a magnitude that is less than a
running torque of the reaction wheel (230) when
the phase error indicates the rotor (234) is ahead
of an expected rotor (234) position; and
determining an acceleration motor torque com-
mand having a magnitude that is greater than
the running torque of the reaction wheel (230)
when the phase error indicates the rotor (234)
behind the expected rotor (234) position by less
than a threshold amount.

6. The method of claim 1, further comprising obtaining
a rotational speed of the rotor (234), wherein deter-
mining the phase error of the reaction wheel (230)
comprises:

determining an expected rotational speed of the
rotor (234) based on the reaction wheel torque
command; and
determining the phase error based on a differ-
ence between the rotational speed of the rotor
(234) and the expected rotational speed.
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7. The method of claim 1, further comprising:

determining an expected angular velocity for the
rotor (234) based on the reaction wheel torque
command;
determining an expected incremental rotational
rate for the rotor (234) based on the expected
angular velocity;
determining an incremental rate error based on
a difference between the expected incremental
rotational rate and a measured incremental ro-
tational rate of the rotor (234); and
determining the phase error based on the incre-
mental rate error.

8. The method of claim 1, further comprising obtaining
a rotational speed of the rotor (234), wherein deter-
mining the motor torque command comprises:

determining an expected angular velocity for the
rotor (234) of the reaction wheel (230) based on
the reaction wheel torque command;
determining the phase error based at least in
part on the expected angular velocity;
determining the motor torque command based
on the phase error when the rotational speed is
less than a threshold amount; and
determining the motor torque command based
on a difference between the expected angular
velocity for the rotor (234) and a measured an-
gular velocity for the rotor (234) when the rota-
tional speed is greater than the threshold
amount, wherein a magnitude of the motor
torque command is linearly related to the differ-
ence between the expected angular velocity and
the measured angular velocity.

9. A control system (100) for a vehicle (114), the control
system (100) comprising:

a reaction wheel (230) onboard the vehicle
(114), the reaction wheel (230) comprising a ro-
tor (234) and an electric motor (232) coupled
thereto;
a rotation sensing element (240) coupled to the
rotor (234), the rotation sensing element (240)
generating an output (224) indicative of rotation
of the rotor (234); and
a control module (108) coupled to the electric
motor (232) and the rotation sensing element
(240) to:

determine a phase error of the rotor (234)
based on the output (224) of the rotation
sensing element (240) and a reaction wheel
torque command;
determine a motor torque command based
on the phase error; and

provide the motor torque command to the
electric motor (232), wherein the electric
motor (232) applies torque corresponding
to the motor torque command to the rotor
(234);
chacterised in that a relationship between
a magnitude of the motor torque command
and the phase error is nonlinear.

10. The control system (100) of claim 9, wherein:

the rotor (234) is mounted to the vehicle (114)
using one or more bearings;
the running torque corresponds to a torque at-
tributable to kinetic friction in the one or more
bearings; and
the stiction torque corresponds to a torque at-
tributable to static friction in the one or more
bearings.

Patentansprüche

1. Verfahren, das durch ein Steuermodul (108) aus-
führbar ist, um eine Lage eines Fahrzeugs (114) mit-
tels eines Reaktionsrads (230) an Bord des Fahr-
zeugs (114) zu steuern, wobei das Verfahren Fol-
gendes umfasst:

Empfangen eines Reaktionsrad-Drehmoment-
befehls zum Anpassen der Lage des Fahrzeugs
(114);
Bestimmen eines Phasenfehlers eines Rotors
(234) des Reaktionsrads (230) zumindest zum
Teil basierend auf dem Reaktionsrad-Drehmo-
mentbefehl;
Bestimmen eines Motordrehmomentbefehls für
das Reaktionsrad (230) basierend auf dem Pha-
senfehler; und
Liefern des Motordrehmomentbefehls an das
Reaktionsrad (230),
dadurch gekennzeichnet, dass:

eine Beziehung zwischen einer Größe des
Motordrehmomentbefehls und einer Größe
des Phasenfehlers nichtlinear ist.

2. Verfahren nach Anspruch 1, wobei der Phasenfehler
eine Winkelverschiebung zwischen einer Winkelpo-
sition des Rotors (234) und einer erwarteten Position
des Rotors (234) basierend auf dem Reaktionsrad-
Drehmomentbefehl anzeigt.

3. Verfahren nach Anspruch 1, wobei das Bestimmen
des Motordrehmomentbefehls ein Bestimmen eines
Haftreibungsüberwindungs-Motordrehmomentbe-
fehls umfasst, wenn der Phasenfehler anzeigt, dass
der Rotor (234) um mindestens einen ersten Betrag
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hinter einer erwarteten Position des Rotors (234)
liegt.

4. Verfahren nach Anspruch 1, wobei das Bestimmen
des Motordrehmomentbefehls Folgendes umfasst:

Bestimmen eines Verzögerungs-Motordrehmo-
mentbefehls, wenn der Phasenfehler anzeigt,
dass eine Position des Rotors (234) vor einer
erwarteten Position des Rotors (234) liegt;
Bestimmen eines Haftreibungsüberwindungs-
Motor-drehmomentbefehls, wenn der Phasen-
fehler anzeigt, dass eine Position des Rotors
(234) um mindestens eine Drehschrittweite hin-
ter einer erwarteten Position des Rotors (234)
liegt; und
Bestimmen eines Beschleunigungs-Motor-
drehmomentbefehls, wenn der Phasenfehler
anzeigt, dass eine Position des Rotors (234) um
weniger als eine Drehschrittweite hinter einer er-
warteten Position des Rotors (234) liegt.

5. Verfahren nach Anspruch 1, wobei das Bestimmen
des Motordrehmomentbefehls basierend auf dem
Phasenfehler Folgendes umfasst:

Bestimmen eines Verzögerungs-Motordrehmo-
mentbefehls mit einer Größe, die kleiner ist als
ein Laufdrehmoment des Reaktionsrads (230),
wenn der Phasenfehler anzeigt, dass der Rotor
(234) vor einer erwarteten Position des Rotors
(234) liegt;
Bestimmen eines Beschleunigungs-Motordreh-
momentbefehls mit einer Größe, die größer ist
als ein Laufdrehmoment des Reaktionsrads
(230), wenn der Phasenfehler anzeigt, dass der
Rotor (234) um weniger als einen Schwellbetrag
hinter einer erwarteten Position des Rotors
(234) liegt.

6. Verfahren nach Anspruch 1, das ferner ein Ermitteln
einer Drehzahl des Rotors (234) umfasst, wobei das
Bestimmen des Phasenfehlers des Reaktionsrads
(230) Folgendes umfasst:

Bestimmen einer erwarteten Drehzahl des Ro-
tors (234) basierend auf dem Reaktionsrad-
Drehmomentbefehl; und
Bestimmen des Phasenfehlers basierend auf ei-
ner Differenz zwischen der Drehzahl des Rotors
(234) und der erwarteten Drehzahl.

7. Verfahren nach Anspruch 1, das ferner Folgendes
umfasst:

Bestimmen einer erwarteten Winkelgeschwin-
digkeit für den Rotor (234) basierend auf dem
Reaktionsrad-Drehmomentbefehl;

Bestimmen einer erwarteten Drehschrittweiten-
rate für den Rotor (234) basierend auf der er-
warteten Winkelgeschwindigkeit;
Bestimmen eines Schrittweitenratenfehlers ba-
sierend auf einer Differenz zwischen der erwar-
teten Drehschrittweitenrate und einer gemesse-
nen Drehschrittweitenrate des Rotors (234); und
Bestimmen des Phasenfehlers basierend auf
dem Schrittweitenratenfehler.

8. Verfahren nach Anspruch 1, das ferner ein Ermitteln
einer Drehzahl des Rotors (234) umfasst, wobei das
Bestimmen des Motordrehmomentbefehls Folgen-
des umfasst:

Bestimmen einer erwarteten Winkelgeschwin-
digkeit für den Rotor (234) des Reaktionsrads
(230) basierend auf dem Reaktionsrad-Dreh-
momentbefehl;
Bestimmen eines Phasenfehlers zumindest
zum Teil basierend auf der erwarteten Winkel-
geschwindigkeit;
Bestimmen des Motordrehmomentbefehls ba-
sierend auf dem Phasenfehler, wenn die Dreh-
zahl kleiner ist als ein Schwellbetrag; und
Bestimmen des Motordrehmomentbefehls ba-
sierend auf einer Differenz zwischen der erwar-
teten Winkelgeschwindigkeit für den Rotor (234)
und einer gemessenen Winkelgeschwindigkeit
für den Rotor (234), wenn die Drehzahl größer
ist als der Schwellbetrag, wobei eine Größe des
Motordrehmomentbefehls in einem linearen Zu-
sammenhang mit der Differenz zwischen der er-
warteten Winkelgeschwindigkeit und der ge-
messenen Winkelgeschwindigkeit steht.

9. Steuersystem (100) für ein Fahrzeug (114), wobei
das Steuersystem (100) Folgendes umfasst:

ein Reaktionsrad (230) an Bord des Fahrzeugs
(114), wobei das Reaktionsrad (230) einen Ro-
tor (234) und einen daran gekoppelten elektri-
schen Motor (232) umfasst;
ein Drehungsabtastelement (240), das mit dem
Rotor (234) gekoppelt ist, wobei das Drehungs-
abtastelement (240) eine Ausgabe (224) er-
zeugt, die die Drehung des Rotors (234) anzeigt;
und
ein Steuermodul (108), das mit dem elektri-
schen Motor (232) und dem Drehungsabtaste-
lement (240) gekoppelt ist, zum:

Bestimmen eines Phasenfehlers des Ro-
tors (234) basierend auf der Ausgabe (224)
des Drehungsabtastelements (240) und ei-
nem Reaktionsrad-Drehmomentbefehl;
Bestimmen eines Motordrehmomentbe-
fehls basierend auf dem Phasenfehler; und
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Liefern des Motordrehmomentbefehls an
den elektrischen Motor (232), wobei der
elektrische Motor (232) ein Drehmoment,
das dem Motordrehmomentbefehl ent-
spricht, auf den Rotor (234) anwendet;
dadurch gekennzeichnet, dass eine Be-
ziehung zwischen einer Größe des Motor-
drehmomentbefehls und dem Phasenfehler
nichtlinear ist.

10. Steuersystem (100) nach Anspruch 9, wobei:

der Rotor (234) an dem Fahrzeug (114) unter
Verwendung von einem oder mehreren Lagern
angebracht ist;
das Laufdrehmoment einem Drehmoment ent-
spricht, das einer kinetischen Reibung in dem
einen oder den mehreren Lagern zugeordnet
werden kann; und
das Haftreibungsdrehmoment einem Drehmo-
ment entspricht, das einer statischen Reibung
in dem einen oder den mehreren Lagern zuge-
ordnet werden kann.

Revendications

1. Procédé exécutable par un module de commande
(108) pour commander une orientation d’un véhicule
(114) en utilisant une roue de réaction (230) à bord
du véhicule (114), le procédé comprenant :

réception d’une commande de couple de roue
de réaction pour régler l’orientation du véhicule
(114) ;
détermination d’une erreur de phase d’un rotor
(234) de la roue de réaction (230) en se basant
au moins partiellement sur la commande de cou-
ple de roue de réaction ;
détermination d’une commande de couple de
moteur pour la roue de réaction (230) en se ba-
sant sur l’erreur de phase ; et
fourniture de la commande de couple de moteur
à la roue de réaction (230),
caractérisé en ce que :

une relation entre une amplitude de la com-
mande de couple de moteur et une ampli-
tude de l’erreur de phase est non linéaire.

2. Procédé selon la revendication 1, dans lequel l’er-
reur de phase indique un décalage angulaire entre
une position angulaire du rotor (234) et une position
attendue du rotor (234) en se basant sur la comman-
de de couple de roue de réaction.

3. Procédé selon la revendication 1, dans lequel la dé-
termination de la commande de couple de moteur

comprend la détermination d’une commande de
couple de moteur surmontant la friction lorsque l’er-
reur de phase indique que le rotor (234) se trouve
derrière une position attendue du rotor (234) d’au
moins une première valeur.

4. Procédé selon la revendication 1, dans lequel la dé-
termination de la commande de couple de moteur
comprend :

détermination d’une commande de couple de
moteur de décélération lorsque l’erreur de pha-
se indique une position du rotor (234) se trou-
vant en avance d’une position attendue du rotor
(234) ;
détermination d’une commande de couple de
moteur surmontant la friction lorsque l’erreur de
phase indique une position du rotor (234) se
trouvant derrière la position attendue du rotor
(234) d’au moins un incrément de rotation ; et
détermination d’une commande de couple de
moteur d’accélération lorsque l’erreur de phase
indique une position du rotor (234) se trouvant
derrière la position attendue du rotor (234) de
moins d’un incrément de rotation.

5. Procédé selon la revendication 1, dans lequel la dé-
termination de la commande de couple de moteur
en se basant sur l’erreur de phase comprend :

détermination d’une commande de couple de
moteur de décélération ayant une amplitude qui
est inférieure à un couple de fonctionnement de
la roue de réaction (230) lorsque l’erreur de pha-
se indique que le rotor (234) se trouve en avance
d’une position attendue du rotor (234) ; et
détermination d’une commande de couple de
moteur d’accélération ayant une amplitude qui
est supérieure au couple de fonctionnement de
la roue de réaction (230) lorsque l’erreur de pha-
se indique que le rotor (234) se trouve derrière
la position attendue du rotor (234) de moins
d’une valeur de seuil.

6. Procédé selon la revendication 1, comprenant en
outre l’obtention d’une vitesse de rotation du rotor
(234), dans lequel la détermination de l’erreur de
phase de la roue de réaction (230) comprend :

détermination d’une vitesse de rotation attendue
du rotor (234) en se basant sur la commande
de couple de la roue de réaction ; et
détermination de l’erreur de phase en se basant
sur une différence entre la vitesse de rotation
du rotor (234) et la vitesse de rotation attendue.

7. Procédé selon la revendication 1, comprenant en
outre :
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détermination d’une vélocité angulaire attendue
pour le rotor (234) en se basant sur la comman-
de de couple de la roue de réaction ;
détermination d’une fréquence de rotation incré-
mentale attendue pour le rotor (234) en se ba-
sant sur la vélocité angulaire attendue ;
détermination d’une erreur de fréquence incré-
mentale en se basant sur une différence entre
la fréquence de rotation incrémentale attendue
et une fréquence de rotation incrémentale me-
surée du rotor (234) ; et
détermination de l’erreur de phase en se basant
sur l’erreur de fréquence incrémentale.

8. Procédé selon la revendication 1, comprenant en
outre l’obtention d’une vitesse de rotation du rotor
(234), dans lequel la détermination de la commande
de couple de moteur comprend :

détermination d’une vélocité angulaire attendue
pour le rotor (234) de la roue de réaction (230)
en se basant sur la commande de couple de la
roue de réaction ;
détermination de l’erreur de phase en se basant
au moins partiellement sur la vélocité angulaire
attendue ;
détermination de la commande de couple de
moteur en se basant sur l’erreur de phase lors-
que la vitesse de rotation est inférieure à une
valeur de seuil ; et
détermination de la commande de couple de
moteur en se basant sur une différence entre la
vélocité angulaire attendue pour le rotor (234)
et une vélocité angulaire mesurée pour le rotor
(234) lorsque la vitesse de rotation est supérieu-
re à la valeur de seuil, une amplitude de la com-
mande de couple de moteur étant en relation
linéaire avec la différence entre la vélocité an-
gulaire attendue et la vélocité angulaire mesu-
rée.

9. Système de commande (100) pour un véhicule
(114), le système de commande (100) comprenant :

une roue de réaction (230) à bord du véhicule
(114), la roue de réaction (230) comprenant un
rotor (234) et un moteur électrique (232) accou-
plé à celui-ci ;
un élément de détection de rotation (240) ac-
couplé au rotor (234), l’élément de détection de
rotation (240) générant une sortie (224) indi-
quant la rotation du rotor (234) ; et
un module de commande (108) accouplé au mo-
teur électrique (232) et à l’élément de détection
de rotation (240) pour :

déterminer une erreur de phase du rotor
(234) en se basant sur la sortie (224) de

l’élément de détection de rotation (240) et
une commande de couple de la roue de
réaction ;
déterminer une commande de couple de
moteur en se basant sur l’erreur de phase ;
et
fournir la commande de couple de moteur
au moteur électrique (232), le moteur élec-
trique (232) appliquant au rotor (234) un
couple correspondant à la commande de
couple de moteur ;
caractérisé en ce qu’une relation entre
une amplitude de la commande de couple
de moteur et l’erreur de phase est non li-
néaire.

10. Système de commande (100) selon la revendication
9, dans lequel :

le rotor (234) est monté sur le véhicule (114) en
utilisant un ou plusieurs roulements ;
le couple de fonctionnement correspond à un
couple attribuable à la friction cinétique dans le
ou les plusieurs roulements ; et
le couple de friction correspond à un couple at-
tribuable à la friction statique dans le ou les plu-
sieurs roulements.
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