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(54) Sensor assembly using micropillars and method of use

(57) A sensor assembly includes a light source, a
modulation layer, and at least one detector. The modu-
lation layer includes a plurality of micropillars each having
a fixed end and a free end. The fixed ends are each ad-

jacent to the light source. The at least one detector is
adjacent to the free ends of the plurality of micropillars.
The detector is configured to detect light emitted from
the light source.
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Description

BACKGROUND

[0001] The field of the disclosure relates generally to
sensor assemblies, and more particularly, to sensor as-
semblies that use micropillars for light modulation.
[0002] At least one known micropillar sensor uses
gross motion to sense a force or influence. However, the
force exerted on the associated micropillars used with at
least some known sensors must be sufficiently large to
induce movement of the micropillars that can be ob-
served to enable a signal to be produced. Another known
micropillar sensor includes a liquid crystal material sur-
rounding the micropillars. A light source directs light be-
tween the micropillars through the liquid crystal material.
When a force is exerted on the sensor, the liquid crystal
material is compressed or expanded. The compression
or expansion of the liquid crystal material changes the
amount of light passing therethrough. The change of light
is detected and used to produce a signal. However, de-
pending on the use of such sensors, the liquid crystal
material may be susceptible to becoming contaminated
and such a sensor may be fragile. Once contaminated,
such micropillar sensors may be insensitive to small ex-
ternal changes and/or not robust. As such, the use of
such sensors may be limited.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION

[0003] In one aspect, a sensor assembly is provided
that includes a light source, a modulation layer, and at
least one detector. The modulation layer includes a plu-
rality of micropillars each having a fixed end and a free
end. The fixed ends are each adjacent to the light source.
The at least one detector is adjacent to the free ends of
the plurality of micropillars. The detector is configured to
detect light emitted from the light source.
[0004] In another aspect, a method is provided of de-
termining a force applied to a sensor assembly. The
method includes emitting light from a light source to a
modulation layer. The modulation layer includes a plu-
rality of micropillars each having a fixed end and a free
end. The method also includes receiving the emitted light
at the fixed ends of the micropillars and emitting the light
from the free ends of the micropillars. The method further
includes determining a change in at least one parameter
of the light energy emitted from the free ends of the plu-
rality of micropillars.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

[0005]

Fig. 1 is a schematic illustration of an implementation
of a sensor assembly.
Fig. 2 is a plan view of a micropillar in various degrees
of activation.

Fig. 3 illustrates an alternative embodiment of the
sensor assembly shown in Fig. 1.
Fig. 4 illustrates a second alternative embodiment
of the sensor assembly shown in Fig. 1.
Fig. 5 illustrates a third alternative embodiment of
the sensor assembly shown in Fig. 1.
Fig. 6 is an overhead view of DNA analysis being
performed using the sensor assembly shown in Fig.
5.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

[0006] Referring now to the drawings, and in particular
Fig. 1, a sensor assembly is shown generally at 100. In
the exemplary implementation, sensor assembly 100 in-
cludes a light source 102, a light modulation layer 104,
and at least one light detector 106. In some implemen-
tations, a controller 108 is in communication with light
source 102 and/or light detector 106.
[0007] Light source 102 is configured to supply light
energy. More specifically, light source 102 is a source
that emits electromagnetic radiation in one or more wave-
lengths. For example, light source 102 may include one
or more of a light emitting diode (LED), organic LED,
incandescent bulb, fluorescent bulb, neon bulb, ambient
light, the sun or any other electronic or chemical device
capable of emitting electromagnetic radiation. In some
implementations, light source 102 emits white light, a sin-
gle color (wavelength of light) of light, a combination of
two or more colors of light, ultraviolet light, infrared light
or the like. Light source 102 may also emit any combi-
nations of such light. Further, light source 102 may emit
light directionally or omnidirectionally.
[0008] Light modulation layer 104 includes a base por-
tion 110 and a plurality of micropillars 112. Each of mi-
cropillars 112 includes a fixed end 114 and a free end
116. Fixed ends 114 are coupled to, or formed integrally
with, base portion 110. Micropillars 112 are opaque, such
that light emitted from light source 102 enters fixed ends
114 at a first intensity and exits free ends 116 at a second
intensity. In the exemplary implementation, micropillars
112 are positioned substantially parallel to each other
and to a direction of the light energy supplied from light
source 102. In one implementation, micropillars 112 are
fabricated of a piezo-electric material, such as lead zir-
conate titanate (PZT). However, other suitable materials
may be used that allow light modulation layer 104 to func-
tion as described herein. Light modulation layer 104 may
include a plurality of micropillars 112 arranged in an array,
such as a rectangular grid pattern having perpendicular
rows and columns. In such embodiments, the plurality of
micropillars 112 may each be spaced apart by a distance
D. The spacing between adjacent micropillars 112 may
be the same between all of micropillars 112, or may vary
depending upon the desired application. In the exemplary
implementation, micropillars 112 are activated by at least
one of an electric force, a magnetic force, and/or an elec-
tromagnetic force. Micropillars 112 are configured to
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bend or deflect when activated, by an external force ap-
plied to modulation layer 104.
[0009] In the implementation illustrated in Fig. 1, sen-
sor assembly 100 also includes at least one light detector
106. Light detector 106 is positioned adjacent free end
116 of micropillar 112 such that when micropillar 112 is
not activated, light emitted by light source 102 travels
through micropillar 112 and is detected by light detector
106 with no change or substantially no change in light
intensity. Light detector 106 may be any type of optical
sensor known in the art. In the exemplary implementa-
tion, light detector 106 is configured to detect and meas-
ure intensity and/or a change in intensity of the light en-
ergy supplied from light source 102 as it exits free ends
116 of micropillars 112 and is within a field-of-view (FOV)
118 of light detector 106. When micropillars 112 are ac-
tivated and bent, at least a portion of the light travelling
through micropillars 112 is directed away from light de-
tectors 106. As some of the light is directed away, the
intensity of the light measured by light detectors 106
changes over time. In some implementations, light de-
tector 106 is configured to convert the measured light
intensity and/or the change in light intensity into an elec-
tric signal representing an external force being applied
to sensor assembly 100. The signal may be transmitted
to controller 108. While described herein as detecting
light intensities, light detector 106 is not limited to detect-
ing this property. In other implementations, light detector
106 detects properties including, but not limited to,
phase, polarization, wavelength, and spectral distribu-
tion. In the implementation shown in Fig. 1, sensor as-
sembly 100 includes a light detector 106 associated with
each respective micropillar 112. However, in some im-
plementations, a single micropillar 112 may be associat-
ed with two or more light detectors 106.
[0010] Referring now to Fig. 2, plan views of a micro-
pillar 112 are illustrated in four different states of activa-
tion. In the first state 200, micropillar 112 is in a neutral,
or deactivated, state. As such, in first state 200, sufficient
activating energy has not been transmitted to the micro-
pillar 112 by an external source to fully or partially activate
micropillar 112. In this state, free end 116 of micropillar
112 is substantially aligned with FOV 118 of light detector
106. For example, an axial center 202 of free end 116 of
micropillar 112 is aligned with center 204 of FOV 118. In
neutral state 200, substantially all of the light entering
fixed end 114 of micropillar 112 is transmitted through
micropillar 112 and exits free end 116. The light is then
transmitted through FOV 118, where light detector 106
measures intensity of the light.
[0011] In partially activated state 210, an external
source has transmitted a sufficient amount of activation
energy to micropillar 112 to cause partial activation of
micropillar 112. As such, in partially activated state 210,
free end 116 has bent, or flexed, such that axial center
202 of free end 116 is not aligned with center 204 of FOV
118. As such, only a portion of the light exiting free end
116 of micropillar 112 is transmitted through FOV 118

(i.e., light from the portion of the free end 116 within the
sides of FOV 118). Light transmitted from free end 116
outside of FOV 118 is not transmitted through FOV 118,
thus modulating (i.e., reducing) the intensity of the light
emitted from FOV 118. Similarly, at partially activated
state 220, the external source has transmitted a sufficient
amount of activation energy to micropillar 112 to cause
further activation of micropillar 112 as compared to state
210. Accordingly, a smaller amount of light is transmitted
from the free end 116 through the semi-transparent area
120, further reducing the intensity of the light.
[0012] Fully activated state is represented generally at
230. In fully activated state 230, the external force has
transmitted sufficient energy to bend free end 116 fully
outside of (e.g., fully out of alignment with) FOV 118. As
such, none of the light exiting free end 116 of micropillar
112 in the fully activated state is transmitted through FOV
118.
[0013] In some embodiments, light detector 106 is con-
figured to transmit the light intensity measurement data
to controller 108. Controller 108 determines a force ap-
plied to sensor assembly 100 based on the change in
light intensity received at light detector 106. In determin-
ing the force, controller 108 uses known values for light
intensity of light source 102 and the relationship between
a change in light intensity and an amount of force applied
to one of micropillars 112.
[0014] Fig. 3 illustrates an alternative embodiment 300
of the sensor assembly 100 shown in Fig. 1. Components
in sensor assembly 300, identical to components of sen-
sor assembly 100, are identified in Fig. 3 using the same
reference numerals as used in Fig. 1.
[0015] In the exemplary implementation, sensor as-
sembly 300 includes a plurality of micropillars 112 ar-
ranged in a rectangular grid pattern having perpendicular
rows and columns. Micropillars 112 are arranged about
light source 102 in multiple directions. Sensor assembly
300 also includes at least one light detector 106 adjacent
free ends 116 of each micropillar 112. As previously de-
scribed, light detectors 106 measure the change in in-
tensity of light energy emitted by light source 102 as mi-
cropillars 112 are activated by an external source. Light
detectors 106 convert the measured changes in intensity
to electrical signals and transmit the signals to controller
108. Positioning micropillars 112 and associated light de-
tectors 106 in the array shown in Fig. 3 enables sensor
assembly to determine both a magnitude and a direction
of force from an external source. As disturbance from the
external source moves through sensor assembly 300,
there are delays in movement of the different micropillars
112 because of their positioning. In combination with the
known position of each micropillar 112, such delays are
used by controller 108 to determine the direction of the
disturbance. As the amount of micropillars 112 and di-
rections in which they are employed increases, the more
precisely sensor assembly 300 can locate the direction
of the external source relative to the sensing array.
[0016] Fig. 4 illustrates a second alternative embodi-
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ment 400 of the sensor assembly 100 shown in Fig. 1.
Components in sensor assembly 400, identical to com-
ponents of sensor assembly 100, are identified in Fig. 4
using the same reference numerals as used in Fig. 1. In
the exemplary implementation, sensor assembly 400 in-
cludes a plurality of micropillars 112 having different
lengths L. Micropillars 112 extend from fixed end 114 of
base portion 110 of light modulation layer 104.
[0017] The implementation shown in Fig. 4 may be im-
plemented as an artificial ear. Sensor assembly 400 mim-
ics the hairs in the biological ear. The inner ear is hollow,
embedded in the temporal bone, the densest bone of the
body. The hollow channels of the inner ear are filled with
liquid, and contain a sensory epithelium studded with hair
cells. The microscopic "hairs" of these cells are structural
protein filaments that project into the fluid. Hair cells are
mechanoreceptors that release a chemical neurotrans-
mitter when stimulated. Sound waves moving through
the fluid push the filaments. If the filaments bend over far
enough, the hair cells to fire. In this way sound waves
are transformed into nerve impulse.
[0018] Because of the loud sounds in modem society,
for example, music in civilian life or explosions in military
service, after too much stimulation these hairs will die.
Known designs for replacing the failed ear are low reso-
lution with as few as 64 elements responding to an audio
input. Micropillars 112 in sensor assembly 400 are cut to
different lengths to each respond to a different frequency
and bend as much as naturally occurring inner-ear hairs
do. The change in light measured by light detectors 106
is translated into signals fed into the cranial nerve leading
to the portion of the cerebral cortex dedicated to sound.
Sensor assembly 400 is capable of employing as many
or more micropillars 112 than there are hairs in the human
ear, which is estimated at around 8,000. The more mi-
cropillars 112 that are included, the greater the frequency
range detectable by sensor assembly 400 will become,
resulting in better sound quality of the artificial ear.
[0019] Fig. 5 illustrates a third alternative embodiment
500 of the sensor assembly 100 shown in Fig. 1. Com-
ponents in sensor assembly 500, identical to components
of sensor assembly 100, are identified in Fig. 5 using the
same reference numerals as used in Fig. 1. Fig. 6 is an
overhead view 600 of DNA analysis being performed us-
ing sensor assembly 500.
[0020] In the exemplary implementation, a coating 502
is applied to micropillars 112. Coating 502 is configured
to react with external sample 602 applied to micropillars
112. Sample 602 includes a plurality of substances 601,
603, 605, and 607. Different coatings 502 may be applied
to different micropillars 112 based on the specific appli-
cation. In some implementations, the reaction may be
induced by either an electric field and/or a magnetic field
induced between substances 602 and coating 502. For
example, in one implementation, substances 601, 603,
605, and 607 have either a positive or negative charge
and coating 502 has an opposite charge from substances
601, 603, 605, and 607. As such, the fields of sample

602 and coating 502 facilitate attracting micropillars 112
to substances 601, 603, 605, and 607 such that micro-
pillars 112 bend toward substances 601, 603, 605, and
607. The strength of the attraction between coating 502
and substances 601, 603, 605, and 607 determines how
much micropillars 112 bend. At least a portion of the light
from light source 102 travelling through micropillars 112
is directed away from light detectors 106. As some of the
light is directed away, the intensity of the light measured
by light detectors 106 changes over time. In the exem-
plary implementation, light detector 106 is configured to
convert the measured light intensity and/or the change
in light intensity into an electric signal representing an
external force being applied to sensor assembly 100. The
signal may be transmitted to controller 108.
[0021] Referring now to Fig. 6, a DNA strand 604 in-
cludes sample 602 and is analyzed using sensor assem-
bly 500. In the exemplary implementation, DNA strand
604 includes four nucleobases: cytosine, guanine, ade-
nine, and thymine. Some micropillars 112 are coated with
adenine and other micropillars 112 are coated with cyto-
sine.
[0022] In operation, DNA strand 604 is moved past mi-
cropillars 112 in a direction that is substantially perpen-
dicular to the alignment of micropillars 112 on base 110.
As coating 502 interacts with a specific nucleobase, mi-
cropillars 112 are activated and bend proportionately to
the level of attraction/repulsion between coating 502 and
substance 502. Light detectors 106 measure a change
in intensity of light energy from light source 102 as the
axial center 202 (shown in Fig. 2) of micropillar 112
moves relative to a center 204 of the frame of view 118
(shown in Fig. 2) of light detector 106.
[0023] As used herein, the term controller may refer to
an electronic controller, which may include a computer
processor or processing device (not shown). The proc-
essor is generally any piece of hardware that is capable
of processing information such as, for example, data,
computer-readable program code, instructions or the like
(generally "computer programs," e.g., software,
firmware, etc.), and/or other suitable electronic informa-
tion. For example, the processor may be configured to
execute computer programs or commands, which may
be stored onboard the processor or otherwise stored in
an associated memory (not shown). In yet another ex-
ample, the processor may be embodied as or otherwise
include one or more application-specific integrated cir-
cuits (ASICs), field-programmable gate arrays (FPGAs)
or the like. Thus, although the processor may be capable
of executing a computer program to perform one or more
functions, the processor of various examples may be ca-
pable of performing one or more functions without the
aid of a computer program. As used herein, electronic or
computer memory is generally any piece of hardware
that is capable of storing information such as data, com-
puter programs and/or other suitable information either
on a temporary basis or a permanent basis. In one ex-
ample, the memory may be configured to store various

5 6 



EP 2 777 614 A2

5

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

information in one or more databases. The memory may
include volatile and/or nonvolatile memory, and may be
fixed or removable. Examples of suitable memory include
random access memory (RAM), read-only memory
(ROM), a hard drive, a flash memory, a thumb drive, a
removable computer diskette, an optical disk, a magnetic
tape or some combination of the above. Optical disks
may include compact disk read-only-memory (CD-
ROM), compact disk read/write memory (CD-R/W), dig-
ital video disk memory (DVD), or the like. In various in-
stances, the memory may be referred to as a computer-
readable storage medium which, as a non-transitory de-
vice capable of storing information, may be distinguish-
able from computer-readable transmission media such
as electronic transitory signals capable of carrying infor-
mation from one location to another. Computer-readable
media, as described herein, may generally refer to a com-
puter-readable storage medium or computer-readable
transmission medium.
[0024] This written description uses examples to dis-
close the implementations, including the best mode, and
also to enable any person skilled in the art to practice the
implementations, including making and using any devic-
es or systems and performing any incorporated methods.
The patentable scope of the disclosure is defined by the
claims, and may include other examples that occur to
those skilled in the art. Such other examples are intended
to be within the scope of the claims if they have structural
elements that do not differ from the literal language of
the claims, or if they include equivalent structural ele-
ments with insubstantial differences from the literal lan-
guages of the claims.
[0025] Further, the disclosure comprises embodi-
ments according to the following clauses:

Clause 1. A sensor assembly comprising: a light
source; a modulation layer comprising a plurality of
micropillars that each comprise a fixed end and a
free end, each of said fixed ends is adjacent to said
light source; and at least one detector adjacent to
said plurality of free ends, said at least one detector
configured to detect light emitted from said light
source.
Clause 2. The sensor assembly according to clause
1, wherein said plurality of micropillars are oriented
substantially parallel to each other.
Clause 3. The sensor assembly according to clause
1, wherein said plurality of micropillars are oriented
substantially parallel to a direction of light emitted
from said light source.
Clause 4. The sensor assembly according to clause
1, wherein said light source directs light energy
through each of said plurality of micropillars and to-
wards said at least one detector.
Clause 5. The sensor assembly according to clause
1, wherein each of said plurality of micropillars is
configured to bend when an external force is applied
to said sensor assembly.

Clause 6. The sensor assembly according to clause
1, wherein said at least one detector is configured
to detect a property of said light energy passing
through said plurality of micropillars.
Clause7. The sensor assembly according to clause
6, wherein said at least one detector is configured
to detect motions of said plurality of micropillars
based on a change in light intensity at the detector.
Clause 8. The sensor assembly according to clause
7, wherein said at least one detector is configured
to produce a signal representing an external force
applied to said sensor assembly.
Clause 9. The sensor assembly according to clause
7, wherein a force applied to said sensor assembly
is determined based on the change in light intensity
measured by the detector.
Clause 10. The sensor assembly according to clause
1, wherein said plurality of micropillars are oriented
in a plurality of different directions relative to each
other.
Clause 11. The sensor assembly according to clause
1, wherein a said modulation layer comprises a first
set of micropillars and a second set of micropillars,
said first set of micropillars is oriented substantially
perpendicular to said second set of micropillars.
Clause 12. The sensor assembly according to clause
11, wherein said sensor assembly is configured to
determine a magnitude and a direction of an external
force applied to each of said plurality of micropillars.
Clause 13. The sensor assembly according to clause
1, wherein at least of first of said plurality of micro-
pillars has a length that is different from at least a
second of said plurality of micropillars is activated
by acoustic energy having a frequency associated
with the length of said micropillar.
Clause 14. The sensor assembly according to clause
1, further comprising a coating applied to said plu-
rality of micropillars, said coating is configured to re-
act with an external substance applied to said sensor
assembly.
Clause 15. The sensor assembly according to clause
14, wherein said sensor assembly comprises a de-
oxyribonucleic acid (DNA) analysis device.
Clause 16. A method of determining a force applied
to a sensor assembly, said method comprising: emit-
ting light from a light source through a modulation
layer that includes a plurality of micropillars that each
have a fixed end and a free end; receiving the emitted
light at the fixed ends of the plurality of micropillars
and emitting the light from the free ends of the plu-
rality of micropillars; and determining a change in at
least one property of the light emitted from the plu-
rality of micropillar free ends.
Clause 17. The method according to clause 16,
wherein at least one detector is positioned adjacent
to the plurality of micropillar free ends, determining
further comprises determining a change based on
intensity of light received at the detector.
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Clause 18. The method according to clause 16,
wherein determining a change in at least one prop-
erty of the light comprises determining a change of
at least one of an intensity, a phase, a polarization,
a wavelength, and a spectral distribution of the light
emitted from the light source.
Clause 19. The method according to clause 16, fur-
ther comprising determining a magnitude and a di-
rection of the force applied to the sensor assembly
based on the determined change in at least one prop-
erty of the light.
Clause 20. The method according to clause 16,
wherein a coating is applied to the plurality of micro-
pillars, further comprising reacting the coating with
an external sample to bend at least one of the plu-
rality of micropillars.

Claims

1. A sensor assembly (100) comprising:

a light source (102);
a light modulation layer (104) comprising a plu-
rality of micropillars (112) that each comprise a
fixed end (114) and a free end (116), each of
said fixed ends is adjacent to said light source;
and
at least one light detector (106) adjacent to said
plurality of free ends, said at least one light de-
tector configured to detect light emitted from said
light source.

2. The sensor assembly (100) according to claim 1,
wherein said plurality of micropillars (112) are orient-
ed substantially parallel to each other.

3. The sensor assembly (100) according to claim 1 or
2, wherein said plurality of micropillars (112) are ori-
ented substantially parallel to a direction of light emit-
ted from said light source (102).

4. The sensor assembly (100) according to any of
claims 1-3, wherein said light source (102) directs
light energy through each of said plurality of micro-
pillars (112) and towards said at least one light de-
tector (106).

5. The sensor assembly (100) according to any of
claims 1-4, wherein each of said plurality of micro-
pillars (112) is configured to bend when an external
force is applied to said sensor assembly.

6. The sensor assembly (100) according to any of
claims 1-5, wherein said at least one light detector
(106) is configured to detect a property of said light
energy passing through said plurality of micropillars
(112).

7. The sensor assembly (100) according to claim 6,
wherein said at least one light detector (106) is con-
figured to detect motions of said plurality of micro-
pillars (112) based on a change in light intensity at
said at least one light detector.

8. The sensor assembly (100) according to claim 7,
wherein said at least one light detector (106) is con-
figured to produce a signal representing an external
force applied to said sensor assembly.

9. The sensor assembly (100) according to claim 7 or
8, wherein a force applied to said sensor assembly
is determined based on the change in light intensity
measured by said at least one light detector (106).

10. The sensor assembly (300) according to claim 1,
wherein said plurality of micropillars (112) are orient-
ed in a plurality of different directions relative to each
other.

11. The sensor assembly (300) according to any of
claims 1-10, wherein said light modulation layer
(104) comprises a first set of micropillars (112) and
a second set of micropillars (112), said first set of
micropillars is oriented substantially perpendicular
to said second set of micropillars.

12. The sensor assembly (300) according to claim 11,
wherein said sensor assembly is configured to de-
termine a magnitude and a direction of an external
force applied to each of said plurality of micropillars
(112).

13. The sensor assembly (400) according to any of
claims 1-12, wherein at least a first of said plurality
of micropillars (112) has a length that is different from
at least a second of said plurality of micropillars is
activated by acoustic energy having a frequency as-
sociated with the length of said micropillar.

14. The sensor assembly (500) according to any of
claims 1-13, further comprising a coating (502) ap-
plied to said plurality of micropillars (112), said coat-
ing is configured to react with an external substance
(601, 603, 605, 607) applied to said sensor assem-
bly.

15. The sensor assembly (600) according to claim 14,
wherein said sensor assembly comprises a deoxyri-
bonucleic acid (DNA) analysis device.
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