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©  Reading  bar  codes  with  a  wide  laser  beam. 
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©  A  height-  or  width-modulated  bar  code  is  de- 
coded  by  scanning  an  oblong  laser  beam  across  the 
bar  code.  Light  reflected  from  the  bar  code  varies  in 
intensity  as  the  laser  beam  traverses  dark  and  light 
regions  of  the  bar  code.  The  bar  code  can  be 
decoded  by  locating  the  valleys  in  the  variation  of 
intensity  of  the  reflected  light,  and  comparing  the 
depth  of  these  valleys;  the  deepest  valleys  cor- 
respond  to  tall  or  wide  bars  and  the  remainder 
correspond  to  short  or  narrow  bars. 
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This  application  is  a  continuation-in-part  of  pre- 
viously  filed  copending  U.S.  Patent  Application 
Serial  No.  07/592,021  filed  September  28,  1990 
and  assigned  to  the  assignee  of  the  present  ap- 
plication. 

Background  of  the  Invention 

This  invention  relates  to  reading  systems  for 
reading  bar  code  information  and  particularly,  to  a 
system,  apparatus  and  method  for  reading  bar 
code  formats  which  encode  data  in  either  or  both 
of  the  relative  widths  of  the  bars  and  spaces,  and 
the  relative  heights  of  the  bars. 

Bar  code  reading  systems  for  reading  preprin- 
ted  bar  codes  are  well  known  and  are  used  in 
many  diverse  applications,  such  as,  for  example, 
shipping,  manufacturing,  retail  checkout  and  mail 
sorting  applications.  Bar  code  reading  systems  are 
generally  arranged  to  read  one  or  more  of  the 
industry  standard  bar  code  formats  which  encode 
the  information  in  the  relative  widths  of  the  bars 
and  spaces,  such  as,  for  example,  Code  39  Inter- 
leaved  2  of  5,  Discrete  2  of  5  Code  128,  Code  92, 
Codabar,  UPC,  etc.  A  bar  code  reading  system 
captures  an  electronic  image  of  the  bar  code  and 
forms  a  digital  representation  of  the  relative  widths 
of  the  bars  and  spaces  which  can  be  displayed 
and/or  provided  to  a  host  computer  for  subsequent 
processing. 

Bar  code  reading  systems  are  also  well  known 
that  read  bar  code  formats  which  encode  data  in 
either  or  both  of  the  relative  widths  of  the  bars  and 
spaces  (width-modulation),  and/or  the  relative 
heights  of  the  bars  (height-modulations),  such  as, 
for  example,  Postal  Numeric  Encoding  Technique 
(POSTNET).  POSTNET  was  developed  by  the  U.S. 
Postal  Service  to  provide  an  optimized  bar  code 
system  for  encoding  address  information  on  letter 
mail.  Referring  to  Fig.  1,  the  basic  elements  of  the 
POSTNET  code  are  tall  bars  100  and  short  bars 
105  representing  binary  ones  and  zeros,  respec- 
tively.  Both  the  tall  bars  and  the  short  bars  are 
horizontally  aligned  at  the  bottom  edges.  Five  bars 
of  code  represent  one  character.  Each  bar  repre- 
sents  a  numeric  digit  and  each  frame  begins  and 
ends  with  a  tall  bar  110. 

Bar  code  reading  systems  designed  to  decode 
height-modulated  bar  code  formats  are,  generally, 
arranged  to  capture  and  store  two  digital  repre- 
sentations  of  the  bar  code.  A  first  digital  repre- 
sentation  of  the  tall  bars  is  obtained  by  horizontally 
scanning  through  the  top  portion  (along  a  first 
visual  plane  115)  of  the  bar  code  where  the  first 
visual  plane  115  includes  the  tall  bars  and  excludes 
the  shorter  bars.  A  second  digital  representation  of 

all  the  bars  (both  short  and  tall)  is  captured  and 
stored  by  horizontally  scanning  through  the  bottom 
portion  of  the  bar  code  (second  visual  plane  120), 
where  the  second  visual  plane  120  includes  both 

5  the  tall  and  short  bars.  The  first  and  the  second 
digital  representations  are  then  compared  to  deter- 
mine  which  bars  are  tall  and  which  are  short.  The 
horizontal  scanning  in  the  first  and  second  visual 
planes  115,  120  can  be  achieved  using  first  and 

io  second  linear  scanning  devices  appropriately 
spaced  apart,  such  as,  for  example,  two  linear  laser 
scanners  or  two  linear  CCD  scanners.  Alternatively, 
the  first  and  second  visual  planes  115,  120  can  be 
acquired  using  a  single  linear  scanning  device, 

75  where  the  bar  code  and  scanner  are  placed  in  a 
first  orientation  in  which  the  first  visual  plane  115  is 
scanned,  and  then  moved  to  a  second  orientation 
where  the  second  visual  plane  120  is  scanned  by 
the  single  scanning  device. 

20  It  is  noted  that,  in  order  to  accomplish  a  de- 
code  utilizing  this  scheme,  the  bar  code  reading 
system  must  either  have  multiple  linear  scanners 
or  the  bar  code  must  be  properly  oriented  and 
accurately  moved  relative  to  single  linear  scanner 

25  thus  requiring  mechanical  manipulation  of  the  bar 
code  and/or  scanner.  It  is  also  noted  that  multiple 
images  of  the  bar  code  must  be  translated  into 
digital  representations  and  compared  before  a  de- 
code  can  occur.  As  a  result,  bar  code  reading 

30  systems  using  these  known  schemes  can  be  pro- 
hibitively  complex  and  expensive  for  some  applica- 
tions. 

Two  dimensional  charge  coupled  devices 
(CCD)  that  capture  a  visual  image  of  both  the 

35  height  and  widths  of  the  bars  and  space  within  the 
bar  code  are  also  well  known  for  reading  bar  code 
formats  which  encode  data  in  either  or  both  of  the 
relative  widths  of  the  bars  and  spaces,  and/or  the 
relative  heights  of  the  bars.  CCD  bar  code  reading 

40  systems  of  this  type  capture  a  digital  representa- 
tion  of  the  visual  image  of  the  entire  bar  code  and 
perform  a  decode  by  analyzing  the  relative  heights 
of  bars  and  widths  of  bars  and  spaces  within  the 
digitized  representation.  It  is  noted  that  these  CCD 

45  bar  code  reading  systems  require  digital  memory 
and  processing  time  to  accomplish  the  decode. 
Further,  it  is  noted  that,  as  compared  with  laser 
based  bar  code  reading  systems,  CCD  reading 
systems  of  this  type  require  a  large  surface  area  to 

50  capture  the  visual  images  of  the  entire  bar  code 
and  the  cost  of  the  charged  coupled  device  in- 
creases  substantially  as  the  surface  area  of  the 
device  increases. 

55  Summary  of  the  Invention 

There  are  many  applications  in  which  it  is 
desirable  to  scan  bar  codes  with  a  single  linear 

2 



3 EP  0  589  361  A1 4 

scanner  which  does  not  require  movement  of  the 
bar  code  relative  to  the  scanner.  For  example,  a 
scanner  of  this  type  can  be  used  in  a  relatively 
simple  and  relatively  inexpensive  hand-held  device 
to  be  used  for  verifying  the  acceptability  and  accu- 
racy  of  POSTNET  bar  codes  on  letter  mail. 

It  is  also  desireable  to  use  the  same  hand-held 
scanner  to  scan  bar  codes  using  different,  pre- 
viously  incompatible,  bar  code  symbologies. 

According  to  one  aspect  of  the  invention,  a 
symbol  (e.g.,  a  bar  code)  which  includes  large  and 
small  sectors  is  decoded  by  scanning  an  illumi- 
nated  region  across  the  symbol.  More  of  the  illumi- 
nated  region  is  occupied  by  the  large  sectors  than 
the  small  sectors,  and  as  a  result,  the  light  re- 
flected  from  the  symbol  varies  in  intensity  as  the 
light  source  traverses  the  sectors  of  the  symbol. 
The  symbol  can  be  decoded  by  analyzing  these 
variations. 

In  particular  embodiments,  the  symbol  may 
include  tall  bars  and  short  bars  (as  in  POSTNET) 
or  wide  bars  and  narrow  bars.  A  laser  light  source, 
focused  to  a  long  narrow  spot,  is  used  to  illuminate 
the  symbol,  with  the  long  dimension  of  the  spot 
aligned  with  the  bars. 

Decoding  the  symbol  involves  locating  the  val- 
leys  in  the  variation  of  intensity  of  the  reflected 
light,  and  comparing  the  depth  of  these  valleys;  the 
deepest  valleys  correspond  to  tall  or  wide  bars  and 
the  remainder  correspond  to  short  or  narrow  bars. 

In  another  aspect  of  the  invention,  the  above 
techniques  are  used  to  verify  the  acceptability  of  a 
symbol.  First,  a  calibration  symbol  is  scanned,  and 
then  a  candidate  symbol  is  scanned.  Then  the  two 
scans  are  compared  to  determine  if  the  candidate 
symbol  is  acceptable. 

Brief  Description  of  the  Drawing 

Fig.  1  is  a  plan  view  of  a  prior  art  technique  for 
reading  a  POSTNET  bar  code. 

Fig.  2A  is  a  plan  view  of  a  wide  scanning  beam 
reading  a  POSTNET  bar  code. 

Fig.  2B  is  a  plan  view  of  a  wide  scanning  beam 
reading  a  width-modulated  bar  code. 

Fig.  3  is  a  graph  of  the  magnitude  of  the  light 
intensity  received  from  the  bar  codes  when 
scanned  as  shown  in  Figs.  2A  or  2B. 

Fig.  4A  is  a  perspective  view  of  a  hand-held 
scanner  which  generates  a  wide  scanning  beam  as 
shown  in  Figs.  2A  and  2B. 

Fig.  4B  is  a  perspective  view  of  a  fixed-mount 
scanner  which  generates  a  wide  scanning  beam  as 
shown  in  Figs.  2A  and  2B. 

Fig.  5  is  a  side  view  of  an  apparatus  for  gen- 
erating  a  wide  scanning  beam  as  shown  in  in  Figs. 
2A  and  2B. 

Fig.  6  is  a  top  view  of  the  apparatus  of  Fig.  5. 

Fig.  7  is  a  top  view  of  an  apparatus  for  generat- 
ing  a  wide  scanning  beam  and  collecting  and  fo- 
cusing  the  light  reflected  from  a  target  into  a  detec- 
tor. 

5  Fig.  8  is  a  block  diagram  of  an  analog  and 
digital  circuit  for  processing  the  light  intensity  de- 
tected  by  the  apparatus  of  Fig.  7. 

Fig.  9  is  a  timing  diagram  of  analog  and  digital 
signals  produced  by  the  circuit  of  Fig.  8. 

io  Fig.  10  is  a  circuit  diagram  of  one  implementa- 
tion  of  the  peak  detector,  one-shot,  and  flip-flop, 
and  gate  of  Fig.  8. 

Fig.  11  is  a  circuit  diagram  of  one  implementa- 
tion  of  the  bar  pattern  detector  of  Fig.  8. 

is  Figs.  12A-12C  are  flow  charts  describing  the 
procedure  to  be  followed  by  a  microprocessor  to 
process  the  light  intensity  detected  by  the  appara- 
tus  of  Fig.  7. 

Fig.  13  is  a  perspective  view  of  the  hand-held 
20  scanner  of  Fig.  4A  positioned  in  a  trainer  stand  to 

allow  use  as  a  verifier. 
Figs.  14A-14C  are  plan  views  of  a  substantially 

circular  scanning  beam  reading  height-modulated 
and  width-modulated  bar  codes. 

25  Fig.  15  is  a  plan  view  of  a  height-modulated 
bar  code  positioned  on  a  letter  in  accordance  with 
the  Canadian  postal  symbology. 

Description  of  the  Preferred  Embodiment 
30 

As  shown  in  Figs.  2A  and  2B,  a  bar  code, 
which  may  be  either  a  height-modulated  code  as  in 
Fig.  2A  or  a  width-modulated  code  as  in  Fig.  2B,  is 
scanned  by  a  light  source  generating  a  substan- 

35  tially  elliptical  illuminating  spot  200.  The  informa- 
tion  in  the  bar  codes  is  encoded  by  sequences  of 
relatively  unreflective  (black)  and  relatively  reflec- 
tive  (white)  areas.  As  the  spot  200  traverses  the  bar 
code  from  left  to  right,  it  passes  over  several 

40  intermediate  positions  205',  205",  205"'  shown  in 
Figs.  2A  and  2B.  In  positions  205',  the  spot  200  is 
illuminating  a  space  between  the  coded  bars,  and 
thus  the  amount  of  reflected  light  is  at  a  maximum. 
In  positions  205",  the  spot  200  is  illuminating  a 

45  short  bar  (Fig.  2A)  or  a  narrow  bar  (Fig.  2B),  and 
thus  the  amount  of  reflected  light  is  reduced  from 
its  maximum  value.  In  positions  205"',  the  spot  200 
is  illuminating  a  long  bar  (Fig.  2B)  or  a  wide  bar 
(Fig.  2B),  and  thus  the  amount  of  reflected  light  is 

50  further  reduced  to  a  minimum  value. 
As  shown  in  Fig.  3,  the  intensity  l(t)  of  the  light 

reflected  from  the  bar  code  varies  as  the  illuminat- 
ing  spot  200  traverses  the  bar  code.  As  the  illu- 
minating  spot  200  traverses  a  space  between  bars, 

55  e.g.,  at  position  205',  the  intensity  of  the  reflected 
light  l(t)  reaches  a  local  maximum  value,  e.g.,  at 
time  220'.  As  the  illuminating  spot  traverses  a  short 
bar,  e.g.,  at  position  205"  in  Fig.  2A,  or  a  narrow 
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bar,  e.g.,  at  position  205"  in  Fig.  2B,  the  intensity  I- 
(t)  is  reduced,  e.g.,  at  time  220".  Furthermore,  as 
the  illuminating  spot  traverses  a  tall  bar,  e.g.,  at 
position  205"'  in  Fig.  2A,  or  a  wide  bar,  e.g.,  at 
position  205"'  in  Fig.  2B,  the  intensity  l(t)  reaches  a 
minimum  value,  e.g.,  at  time  220"'. 

As  a  result,  the  pattern  of  tall  and  short  bars  in 
Fig.  2A,  or  of  wide  and  narrow  bars  in  Fig.  2B,  is 
evident  in  a  pattern  of  maximum,  reduced,  and 
minimum  values  in  the  reflected  intensity  l(t),  and 
can  be  decoded  therefrom.  Because  a  similar  in- 
tensity  characteristic  arises  for  both  height-modu- 
lated  and  width-modulated  bar  codes,  the  scanning 
and  decoding  techniques  described  herein  can  be 
applied  to  either  or  both  symbologies.  Furthermore, 
a  scanner  designed  in  the  manner  described  herein 
can  be  configured  to  decode  two  or  more  quite 
different  symbologies,  allowing  a  user  to  use  one 
scanner  in  two  or  more  previously  incompatible 
applications,  by  simply  reconfiguring  either  the 
hardware  or  software  of  the  scanner  to  recognize 
the  new  symbology.  This  flexibility  can  result  in 
significant  cost  advantages  in  some  applications. 

It  will  be  noted  in  Fig.  3  that  the  intensity  l(t) 
follows  a  low  frequency  curve,  and  that  the  vari- 
ations  in  intensity  discussed  above  are  high-fre- 
quency  phenomena  modulated  over  this  low  fre- 
quency  curve.  The  low  frequency  variations  in  l(t) 
are  caused  by  variances  in  the  amount  of  light 
reflected  from  the  bar  code  as  the  scanning  beam 
illuminates  areas  at  different  distances  and  different 
angular  positions  relative  to  the  scanner.  The  great- 
est  amount  of  light  is  received  by  the  scanner 
when  the  illuminated  area  is  closest  to  the  scanner 
and  the  scanning  beam  intersects  the  illuminated 
area  at  a  right  angle;  the  lowest  amount  of  light  is 
received  by  the  scanner  when  the  illuminated  area 
is  at  its  furthest  at  the  scanning  beam  intersects 
the  illuminated  area  at  a  small  acute  angle.  As  the 
scanning  beam  sweeps  across  the  bar  code,  both 
the  distance  between  the  beam  and  the  illuminated 
area,  and  the  angle  at  which  the  beam  intersects 
the  illuminated  area,  change.  As  a  result,  the 
amount  of  reflected  light  changes,  forming  a 
smooth  curve  of  the  type  illustrated  in  Fig.  3. 

It  should  also  be  noted  that  in  many  applica- 
tions  the  user  must  orient  the  scanner  correctly 
with  the  bar  code.  Many  bar  codes,  including 
POSTNET,  are  not  reversible.  Thus,  if  a  POSTNET 
bar  code  is  read  backwards,  it  may  decode  into 
valid,  but  incorrect  address  information.  A  single- 
beam  scanner  has  no  means  for  determining 
whether  the  bars  are  being  scanned  in  the  correct 
order  or  (if,  e.g.,  the  envelope  is  held  upside-down) 
in  reverse  order,  and  thus  may  malfunction  if  the 
user  does  not  properly  orient  the  bar  code. 

Fig.  4A  illustrates  one  embodiment  of  a  scan- 
ning  device  using  the  above  method  to  scan  a  bar 

code.  A  hand  held  scanner  240  emits  a  substan- 
tially  elliptical  laser  beam  through  aperture  245 
when  a  user  presses  trigger  250.  The  laser  beam 
sweeps  through  an  angular  region  sufficient  to  span 

5  the  width  of  the  bar  code  when  the  bar  code  is  at 
the  appropriate  distance  from  the  scanner. 

Fig.  4B  illustrates  a  second  embodiment  of  a 
scanning  device  using  the  above  method.  A  bar 
code  scanning  fixture  265  includes  a  scanner  240 

io  mounted  to  a  carrier  270  by  a  support  275.  The  bar 
code  280  on  a  piece  of  letter  mail  285  in  the  carrier 
270  is  illuminated  by  the  laser  beam  emitted  from 
scanner  240. 

It  will  be  appreciated  that  a  fixed-mount  em- 
is  bodiment  similar  to  that  shown  in  Fig.  4B  can  be 

achieved  by  placing  a  hand-held  scanner  such  as 
that  illustrated  in  Fig.  4A  in  a  suitable  stand. 

In  either  the  hand-held  or  fixed  embodiments, 
the  light  emitted  from  scanner  240  can  be  selected 

20  at  least  partially  within  the  visible  spectrum,  so  that 
(because  the  laser  sweeps  faster  than  the  eye  can 
discern)  the  light  from  the  scanner  appears  as  an 
illuminated  rectangle  on  the  target  bar  code  280 
(as  illustrated  in  Fig.  4B).  Thus,  to  scan  a  bar  code, 

25  the  user  orients  the  bar  code  and/or  scanner  so 
that  this  rectangle  fits  over  the  bar  code  (i.e.,  so 
that  the  bar  code  is  completely  enclosed  in  the 
rectangle).  With  the  scanner  is  oriented  in  this  way, 
each  sweep  of  the  scanner  covers  the  entire  bar 

30  code.  Light  reflected  from  the  bar  code  is  collected 
by  scanner  240,  and  scanner  240  generates  a 
corresponding  analog  electrical  signal  having  a 
waveform  similar  to  that  shown  in  Fig.  3. 

In  one  embodiment,  scanner  240  includes  ana- 
35  log/digital  circuitry  which  converts  this  analog  sig- 

nal  into  a  sequence  of  digital  samples  representing 
the  analog  signal,  and  transmits  these  samples 
(e.g.,  via  a  cable  255,  Fig.  4A)  to  a  controller  (e.g., 
260,  Fig.  4A)  which  processes  the  samples  (as 

40  described  below  with  reference  to  Fig.  12  et  seq.) 
and  generates  a  digital  representation  of  the  digits 
encoded  in  the  bar  code.  In  a  second  embodiment, 
scanner  240  includes  circuitry  which  converts  (as 
described  below  with  reference  to  Figs.  8-11)  the 

45  analog  signal  directly  into  a  digital  representation  of 
the  digits  encoded  in  the  bar  code. 

As  shown  in  Fig.  5,  the  optics  within  scanner 
240  include  a  laser  diode  300  and  a  focusing  lens 
305  which  collects  light  from  the  laser  diode  and 

50  focuses  the  light.  The  light  passing  through  lens 
305  is  directed  toward  a  single  focal  point;  thus  the 
light  passing  from  lens  305  forms  a  substantially 
conical  beam  310.  The  light  focused  by  lens  305  is 
reflected  by  a  scanning  mirror  315,  and  then 

55  through  aperture  245  (Fig.  4)  and  onto  the  bar  code 
target  (thus  laser  diode  300  directs  light  initially 
away  from  aperture  245). 

4 
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Scanning  mirror  315  has  a  cylindrical  cross 
section,  as  shown  (exaggerated)  in  Fig.  5.  In  one 
embodiment,  the  radius  of  curvature  of  scanning 
mirror  315  is  8.33  inches.  Because  scanning  mirror 
315  is  cylindrical,  it  disperses  the  focused  laser 
light  in  the  vertical  direction,  and  as  a  result  the 
laser  light  does  not  focus  in  the  vertical  direction. 
Rather,  the  radius  of  curvature  of  scanning  mirror 
315  such  that,  as  shown,  the  light  beam  is  slightly 
divergent  in  the  vertical  dimension  after  reflecting 
from  scanning  mirror  315.  This  generates  a  spot 
200  which  is  approximately  one-quarter  inch  high 
in  the  target  area.  The  user  can  adjust  the  height  of 
the  spot  by  placing  the  scanner  240  closer  to  or 
further  from  the  target  bar  code. 

As  shown  in  Fig.  6,  because  scanning  mirror 
315  has  a  cylindrical  cross  section,  light  is  dis- 
persed  only  in  the  vertical  dimension.  Thus  in  the 
horizontal  dimension  the  laser  light  focuses  to  a 
narrow  waist  320.  Fig.  6  also  illustrates  the  manner 
in  which  scanning  mirror  315  swivels  to  sweep  the 
focused  light  across  the  target  bar  code.  When 
mirror  315  is  in  the  position  illustrated  by  dotted 
lines,  the  focused  beam  is  in  the  position  illustrated 
by  dotted  lines.  An  actuator,  for  example  a  small 
galvanometer,  is  used  to  rotate  the  mirror  at  a 
steady  pace  so  as  to  sweep  the  beam  across  the 
target. 

As  shown  in  Fig.  7,  light  is  collected  from  the 
area  320  by  a  large  collection  mirror  360  which  sits 
behind  scanning  mirror  315  and  rotates  with  scan- 
ning  mirror  315.  As  shown,  light  which  departs  from 
the  laser/lens  module  (designated  by  350)  and  re- 
flects  off  of  scanning  mirror  315  is  incident  at  the 
target  at  a  point  320  where  it  reflects  in  a  substan- 
tially  random  pattern.  A  portion  of  the  reflected  light 
is  collected  by  collection  mirror  360  which  re- 
focuses  the  light  toward  a  sensor  diode  355.  Sen- 
sor  diode  355  is  slightly  displaced  from  laser/lens 
module  350,  and  thus  the  focal  axis  of  collection 
mirror  360  is  slightly  misaligned  with  the  focal  axis 
of  scanning  mirror  315,  as  shown  (exaggerated)  in 
Fig.  7. 

In  one  embodiment,  a  suitable  optical  system 
can  be  manufactured  through  modification  of  the 
scanner  shown  in  U.S.  Patent  4,896,026  of  Krich- 
ever  et  al.,  which  is  assigned  to  the  assignee  of 
this  application,  by  inserting  a  cylindrical  scanning 
mirror  in  place  of  flat  scanning  mirror  19b  of  Fig.  3. 

As  shown  in  Fig.  8,  a  circuit  for  decoding  the 
analog  signal  illustrated  in  Fig.  3  generates  two 
digital  signals  DBP  (digital  bar  pattern)  and  TBP 
(tall  bar  pattern).  Fig.  9  demonstrates  the  relative 
timing  of  the  DBP  and  TBP  signals;  every  transition 
in  the  filtered  analog  signal  is  reflected  in  a  pulse 
in  the  DBP  signal,  whereas  only  the  large  negative 
transitions  in  the  filtered  analog  signal  (which  cor- 
respond  to  wide  or  tall  bars)  are  reflected  in  a 

pulse  in  the  TBP  signal.  These  signals  can  be 
compared  by  suitable  digital  signal  processing  in 
controller  260  to  detect  the  pattern  of  tall  and  short 
(or  wide  and  thin)  bars  in  the  bar  code  and  thus 

5  detect  the  encoded  information.  Fig.  9  also  illus- 
trates  internal  analog  ("filtered  analog  signal"  and 
"tall  bar  threshold")  and  digital  signals  ("CLR") 
generated  by  the  decoding  circuit  of  Fig.  8. 

Referring  to  Fig.  9,  the  filtered  analog  signal  is 
io  generated  by  a  high-pass  filter  320  which  removes 

the  low-frequency  components  of  the  raw  analog 
signal  (illustrated  in  Fig.  3)  produced  by  detector 
355  (Fig.  7).  The  result,  as  shown  in  Fig.  9,  is  an 
analog  signal  having  high  frequency  positive  and 

is  negative  transitions  which  correspond  to  the 
spaces  and  bars  in  the  bar  code. 

To  generate  the  DBP  signal,  the  filtered  analog 
signal  is  compared  to  a  delayed  version  of  itself. 
Delay  element  340  introduces  a  small  delay,  e.g., 

20  approximately  10°  of  phase  shift  at  the  fundamen- 
tal  frequency  of  the  filtered  analog  signal.  Com- 
parator  345  compares  this  delayed  version  of  the 
filtered  analog  signal  (at  the  inverting  input  of  com- 
parator  345)  to  an  undelayed  version  of  the  filtered 

25  analog  signal  (at  the  noninverting  input  of  compara- 
tor  345).  When  the  undelayed  version  has  a  higher 
voltage,  the  output  of  comparator  345  has  a  logical 
"1  "  value.  Otherwise,  the  output  of  comparator  345 
has  a  logical  "0"  value.  As  a  result,  when  the 

30  filtered  analog  signal  is  increasing  in  value,  the 
delayed  analog  signal  has  a  lower  value  than  the 
analog  signal,  and  the  output  of  comparator  345  is 
a  "1  ".  Conversely,  when  the  filtered  analog  signal 
is  decreasing  in  value,  the  delayed  analog  signal 

35  has  a  higher  value  than  the  analog  signal,  and  the 
output  of  comparator  345  is  a  "0".  Thus  the  output 
of  comparator  345  is  a  digital  signal  having  a 
pattern  of  pulses  which  exactly  corresponds  to  the 
positive  and  negative  transitions  of  the  analog  sig- 

40  nal,  and  thus  can  be  used  to  generate  the  DBP 
output  signal  illustrated  in  Fig.  9. 

To  generate  the  TBP  signal,  the  filtered  analog 
signal  is  compared  to  its  most  negative  prior  value; 
if  the  prior  value  is  exceeded,  a  tall  bar  is  detected. 

45  To  store  a  prior  value,  the  filtered  analog  signal  is 
passed  through  a  decaying  peak  detector  325 
which  captures  the  largest  negative  value  of  the 
filtered  analog  signal  and  produces  this  value  on 
line  327  for  use  as  a  tall  bar  threshold  signal 

50  (illustrated  in  Fig.  9).  Comparator  330  compares 
this  tall  bar  threshold  signal  (at  the  noninverting 
input)  to  the  filtered  analog  signal  (at  the  inverting 
input);  when  the  filtered  analog  signal  is  more  neg- 
ative  than  the  tall  bar  threshold  signal,  the  output  of 

55  comparator  330  is  a  logical  "1  ",  indicating  detec- 
tion  of  a  tall  bar.  Otherwise,  the  output  of  compara- 
tor  330  is  a  logical  "0",  indicating  that  no  tall  bar  is 
being  detected.  Thus,  each  tall  bar  generates  a 

5 
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pulse  at  the  output  of  comparator  330.  This  output 
is  applied  to  the  clock  input  of  a  flip-flop  335.  The 
"D"  input  of  the  flip  flop  is  tied  to  a  logical  "1" 
value,  and  thus  the  rising  edge  of  the  pulse  at  the 
output  of  comparator  330  causes  the  "Q"  output  of 
flip-flop  335  to  assume  a  "1  "  value.  The  "Q"  output 
will  then  retain  this  "1  "  value  until  it  is  cleared  by  a 
low  signal  on  its  CLR  input. 

After  the  end  of  each  pulse,  the  "Q"  output  of 
flip-flop  335  is  cleared  to  a  "0"  value,  which  it  will 
retain  until  the  next  tall  bar  causes  a  pulse  at  the 
output  of  comparator  330  and  consequently  sets 
the  "Q"  output  of  flip-flop  335  to  a  "1  ".  The  clear 
signal  (illustrated  in  Fig.  9)  is  generated  by  a  one- 
shot  330,  which  creates  a  short  negative  pulse  in 
response  to  a  falling  edge  on  the  DBP  signal. 

As  a  result,  the  output  of  flip  flop  335  can  be 
used  to  generate  the  TBP  signal;  the  output  transi- 
tions  to  a  "1  "  value  during  each  tall  bar  and  returns 
to  a  "0"  value  after  the  bar  has  been  scanned. 
However,  short  bars  will  not  cause  a  transition  to  a 
"1  "  value. 

The  outputs  of  comparator  345  and  flip-flop 
335  are  gated  by  gates  360  and  365  to  generate 
the  DBP  and  TBP  signals,  respectively.  Gates  360 
and  365  are  AND  gates  having  an  inverted  input 
connected  to  the  output  of  bar  pattern  detector 
355.  Bar  pattern  detector  355  reads  the  filtered 
analog  signal  and  detects  the  presence  of  a  bar 
pattern  in  the  analog  signal  (as  described  below). 
When  bar  pattern  detector  355  is  not  detecting  a 
bar  pattern,  the  output  of  bar  pattern  detector  355 
is  a  logical  "1",  and  thus  both  the  DBP  and  TBP 
signals  are  "0".  However,  while  bar  pattern  detec- 
tor  is  detecting  a  bar  pattern,  the  output  of  bar 
pattern  detector  355  is  a  logical  "0",  and  thus  the 
DBP  and  TBP  signals  are  equal  to  the  outputs  of 
comparator  345  and  flip-flop  335.  In  this  way,  ex- 
traneous  noise  outside  of  a  bar  pattern  will  not  be 
reflected  on  the  DBP  and  TBP  signals  and  will  not 
be  received  by  controller  260. 

Note  that,  as  discussed  above,  POSTNET  bar 
codes  can  be  misdecoded  if  read  backwards  (i.e., 
right  to  left).  Thus,  to  decode  POSTNET  bar  codes, 
it  is  important  to  disable  gates  360  and  365  when 
the  laser  beam  is  sweeping  from  right  to  left. 
Alternatively,  wired  logic  or  software  in  controller 
260  can  be  designed  to  ignore  the  TBP  and  DBP 
signals  while  the  beam  is  sweeping  from  right  to 
left. 

As  illustrated  in  Fig.  10,  in  one  specific  em- 
bodiment,  decaying  peak  detector  325  can  be  im- 
plemented  by  an  op-amp  370  configured  as  a 
voltage  follower,  with  the  output  of  the  op-amp  370 
connected  via  diode  375  to  a  resistor  380  and 
capacitor  385.  If  the  voltage  of  the  filtered  analog 
signal  decreases  below  -.6  Volts,  diode  375  will 
turn  "on"  and  the  voltage  of  capacitor  385  wilt 

follow  the  filtered  analog  signal  as  long  as  the 
analog  signal  continues  to  decrease.  However, 
once  the  filtered  analog  signal  begins  to  increase, 
diode  375  will  turn  "off"  and  capacitor  385  will 

5  store  the  lowest  analog  voltage  attained.  Thereafter, 
over  time  capacitor  385  will  discharge  toward  0 
volts  via  resistor  380  (with  a  time  constant  of  4.7 
milliseconds). 

As  further  illustrated  in  Fig.  10,  in  one  specific 
io  embodiment,  one-shot  330  can  also  be  implement- 

ed  by  a  comparator/diode/transistor  circuit.  In  the 
DC  steady  state,  the  output  of  comparator  330  has 
a  logical  "0"  value  because  its  inverting  input  is 
held  slightly  above  ground  by  a  voltage  divider 

is  comprised  of  resistors  395  and  400,  and  its  non- 
inverting  input  is  held  at  ground  by  resistor  405. 
However,  high  frequency  transition  in  the  DBP  sig- 
nal  having  frequency  components  at  or  above  28 
kiloHertz  will  pass  through  capacitor  390  and  mo- 

20  mentarily  change  the  voltage  of  the  inverting  input 
of  comparator  390.  If  the  transition  has  a  positive 
slope,  the  voltage  of  the  inverting  input  of  compara- 
tor  390  will  be  increased  and  the  output  of  com- 
parator  390  will  remain  at  "0".  However,  if  the 

25  transition  has  a  negative  slope,  the  voltage  of  the 
inverting  input  of  comparator  390  will  be  decreased 
below  ground  (but  not  below  the  turn-on  voltage  of 
limiting  diode  410).  As  a  result,  the  output  of  com- 
parator  390  will  transition  to  a  "1  "  value.  This 

30  positive  transition  at  the  output  of  comparator  390 
will  subsequently  pass  through  capacitor  415, 
causing  the  voltage  of  the  noninverting  input  of 
comparator  390  to  increase  well  above  ground, 
thereby  increasing  the  voltage  difference  between 

35  the  inverting  and  noninverting  inputs  of  comparator 
390  and  locking  comparator  390  into  a  "1  "  output. 
Subsequently,  however,  capacitors  340  and  415 
will  charge  and  the  voltages  on  the  non-inverting 
and  inverting  inputs  of  comparator  390  will  return  to 

40  their  DC  steady  state  values.  Thus,  at  some  point 
the  voltage  of  the  inverting  input  of  comparator  390 
will  again  become  greater  than  that  of  the  noninver- 
ting  input,  at  which  time  the  output  of  comparator 
390  will  return  to  a  "0"  value. 

45  Thus,  the  output  of  comparator  390  generates 
a  short  positive  pulse  in  response  to  a  negative 
transition  in  the  DBP  signal.  This  output  is  applied 
to  the  base  of  NPN  transistor  420;  thus  transistor 
420  is  turned  "on"  during  a  short  period  following 

50  each  negative  transition  in  the  DBP  signal,  pulling 
the  CLR  signal  of  flip-flop  335  low  and  thereby 
clearing  the  output  of  the  flip-flop  335. 

One  specific  implementation  of  gate  365  is  also 
illustrated  in  Fig.  10.  The  output  of  flip-flop  335 

55  passes  through  a  resistor  421  to  produce  the  tall 
bar  pattern  output.  Pull  down  transistor  422  con- 
nects  the  tall  bar  pattern  output  to  ground,  and  the 
output  of  bar  pattern  detector  355  (which  is  re- 

6 
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ferred  to  as  the  "margin  gate  R-C"  signal)  is  con- 
nected  to  the  base  of  pull  down  transistor  422, 
such  that  when  the  margin  gate  R-C  signal  is 
greater  than  approximately  .6  Volts  from  ground, 
the  tall  bar  pattern  output  is  pulled  to  ground  by 
transistor  422. 

As  illustrated  in  Fig.  11,  in  one  specific  em- 
bodiment  the  margin  gate  R-C  signal  is  generated 
by  comparator  450,  which  has  an  open  collector 
output,  connected  to  a  capacitor  455  and  resistor 
460.  The  inverting  input  of  comparator  450  is  con- 
nected  to  node  445,  which  (as  explained  below) 
has  a  voltage  just  slightly  below  the  average  volt- 
age  of  the  filtered  analog  signal.  The  non-inverting 
input  of  comparator  450  is  connected  to  a  delayed 
version  of  the  analog  signal,  e.g.,  the  signal  gen- 
erated  by  delay  element  340  (Fig.  8).  As  a  result, 
between  bar  codes,  the  filtered  analog  signal  has  a 
higher  voltage  than  the  voltage  of  node  445,  and 
thus  the  open-collector  output  of  comparator  339  is 
turned  off  and,  as  a  result,  capacitor  455  charges 
to  the  5  volt  supply  voltage  through  resistor  460. 
Thus,  during  these  periods  gating  transistors  such 
as  transistor  422  (Fig.  10)  are  turned  "on",  ground- 
ing  the  bar  pattern  output  lines.  However,  while  a 
bar  code  is  being  scanned,  the  delayed  analog 
signal  includes  negative  voltage  pulses  (as  shown 
in  Fig.  9);  during  each  of  these  pulses  the  delayed 
analog  signal  is  momentarily  lower  in  voltage  than 
node  445,  and  as  a  result  the  open-collector  output 
of  comparator  339  is  enabled,  discharging  capaci- 
tor  455.  As  a  result,  gating  transistors  such  as 
transistor  422  (Fig.  10)  are  turned  "off".  Each  nega- 
tive  pulse  in  the  analog  signal  (caused  by  a  bar  in 
the  bar  code)  will  cause  comparator  450  to  dis- 
charge  capacitor  455,  and  thus  as  a  result  capaci- 
tor  455  will  remain  discharged  until  all  bars  have 
been  detected.  Only  after  the  last  bar  has  been 
detected  will  comparator  450  cease  discharging 
capacitor  455  and  allow  the  margin  gate  R-C  signal 
to  increase  sufficiently  to  turn  gating  transistors 
such  as  transistor  422  (Fig.  10).  "on". 

The  voltage  of  node  445,  which  as  mentioned 
above  is  slightly  lower  than  the  average  voltage  of 
the  analog  signal,  is  generated  by  an  energy  aver- 
aging  circuit  comprising  op-amp  425,  feedback  di- 
ode  427  and  resistor  430,  capacitor  429  and  resis- 
tors  435,  440.  When  the  voltage  of  the  filtered 
analog  signal  is  less  than  the  voltage  of  node  442 
(e.g.,  during  a  negative  peak  of  the  filtered  analog 
signal  which  indicates  a  bar  code),  the  non-invert- 
ing  input  of  op-amp  425  has  a  lower  voltage  than 
the  inverting  input  of  op-amp  442,  thus  causing  the 
output  voltage  of  op-amp  425  to  decrease  toward 
its  negative  power  supply  voltage.  This  causes 
current  to  flow  through  diode  427  and  resistor  430 
and  thereby  charges  (i.e.,  stores  energy  in)  capaci- 
tor  429,  decreasing  the  voltage  of  node  442.  How- 

ever,  when  the  voltage  of  the  filtered  analog  signal 
is  greater  than  the  voltage  of  node  442  (e.g.,  be- 
tween  bars  in  a  bar  code,  and  between  bar  codes), 
the  output  voltage  of  op-amp  425  increases  toward 

5  its  positive  power  supply  voltage.  In  this  situation, 
diode  427  cuts  off,  and  no  current  flows  through 
resistor  430.  During  these  periods,  capacitor  429 
slowly  discharges  (i.e.,  releases  energy)  through 
resistors  435  and  440  so  that  the  voltage  of  node 

io  442  increases  toward  the  reference  voltage  Vef  - 
(which  is  approximately  equal  to  or  slightly  greater 
than  the  average  analog  signal  voltage).  Through 
the  above  exchanges  of  energy,  capacitor  429  will 
acquire  a  voltage  at  which  the  energy  stored  while 

is  the  filtered  analog  signal  voltage  is  less  than  that  of 
node  442  equals  the  energy  released  while  the 
filtered  analog  signal  voltage  is  greater  than  that  of 
node  442.  This  voltage  will  be  very  near  to  the 
average  value  of  the  analog  input  signal,  and,  if 

20  temperature  or  age  cause  the  average  value  of  the 
analog  input  signal  to  vary,  the  voltage  of  node  442 
will  track  these  variations. 

As  illustrated  in  Figs.  12A-12C,  in  a  second 
embodiment,  the  filtered  analog  signal  shown  in 

25  Fig.  9  is  decoded  by  software.  In  this  embodiment, 
the  filtered  analog  signal  shown  in  Fig.  9  is  digitiz- 
ed  by  an  analog  to  digital  converter,  and  the  result- 
ing  digital  signals  are  transferred  to  a  microproces- 
sor.  The  bar  pattern  detection  circuit  355  (Figs.  8, 

30  11),  delay  element  340  (Fig.  8)  and  comparator  345 
(Fig.  8)  are  also  used  in  this  embodiment  to  gen- 
erate  the  digital  bar  pattern  (DBP)  signal  and  sup- 
ply  this  signal  to  the  microprocessor. 

Referring  to  Fig.  12A,  the  microprocessor  first 
35  waits  500  for  the  user  to  pull  the  trigger  250  on  the 

scanner  240  (Fig.  4).  When  the  user  pulls  the 
trigger,  the  microprocessor  turns  on  505  the  scan- 
ning  laser  300.  The  microprocessor  then  waits  510 
for  the  beginning  of  a  left-to-right  sweep  of  the 

40  laser  beam  (because,  as  discussed  above,  bar 
codes  such  as  POSTNET  may  be  misdecoded 
when  read  backwards). 

During  the  left-to-right  sweep,  the  microproces- 
sor  first  waits  until  the  laser  beam  is  on  a  bar  by 

45  repeatedly  checking  515  if  the  DBP  signal  is  high. 
When  the  DBP  signal  goes  high,  the  microproces- 
sor  reads  520  the  A/D  converter  output  and  initial- 
izes  a  bar  size  counter.  The  microprocessor  then 
determines  525  whether  the  converter  output  is  the 

50  lowest  value  that  has  been  read,  and  if  so,  stores 
530  the  value  in  a  buffer.  The  microprocessor  then 
determines  whether  the  laser  beam  is  still  on  the 
bar  by  checking  if  the  DBP  signal  is  high.  If  so,  the 
microprocessor  returns  to  step  520  and  increments 

55  the  bar  size  counter. 
When  the  DBP  signal  goes  low,  indicating  the 

end  of  the  bar,  the  microprocessor  proceeds  from 
step  535  to  step  540,  where  it  initializes  a  space 
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size  counter.  The  microprocessor  then  checks  545 
if  the  scan  direction  has  changed,  indicating  the 
end  of  the  sweep  of  bars.  If  the  scan  direction  has 
not  changed,  the  microprocessor  determines 
whether  the  laser  beam  has  reached  another  bar 
by  checking  550  if  the  DBP  signal  is  low.  If  so,  the 
laser  beam  is  still  on  the  space  and  the  micropro- 
cessor  returns  to  step  540  and  increments  the 
space  size  counter. 

If  the  DBP  signal  goes  high  before  the  sweep 
direction  changes,  the  laser  beam  has  reached 
another  bar,  in  which  case  the  microprocessor  re- 
turns  to  step  520  where  it  reads  the  A/D  converter, 
sets  up  a  bar  size  counter,  and  proceeds  to  step 
525. 

Once  the  laser  beam  has  completed  a  sweep 
and  reverses  direction,  the  microprocessor  pro- 
ceeds  from  step  545  of  Fig.  12A  to  step  555  of  Fig. 
12B,  and  attempts  to  decode  the  bar  code.  The 
decoding  process  uses  the  values  of  the  bar  and 
space  size  counters  stored  during  the  steps  520 
and  540  of  Fig.  12A  and  the  A/D  output  values 
buffered  during  step  530  of  Fig.  12A. 

Referring  to  Fig.  12B,  to  decode  the  bar  code, 
the  microprocessor  performs  a  number  of  checks 
on  the  data  collected  by  the  process  of  Fig.  12A. 
First,  the  microprocessor  evaluates  555  the  stored 
bar  and  space  counters  to  look  for  a  pattern  of  bars 
and  spaces  having  a  relatively  consistent  width, 
attempting  to  find  the  margins  of  the  bar  code  by 
locating  the  beginning  and  end  of  this  pattern.  If 
560  the  margins  are  not  found,  the  microprocessor 
indicates  565  that  the  bar  code  was  not  decoded 
properly,  and  returns  to  step  510,  Fig.  12A,  to  wait 
for  the  next  sweep. 

If  the  margins  are  found,  the  microprocessor 
then  compares  570  the  value  of  each  bar  and 
space  counter  to  those  immediately  proceeding.  As 
shown  in  Fig.  9A,  the  width  of  the  bar  and  space 
pulses  on  the  filtered  analog  signal  may  vary 
somewhat  during  a  scan;  however,  the  width  should 
not  vary  by  more  than  a  factor  of  two  from  one  bar 
to  the  next.  Thus,  if  575  excessive  variance  ap- 
pears  between  bars  in  the  filtered  analog  signal, 
then  the  microprocessor  proceeds  to  step  565  and 
indicates  that  the  bar  code  was  not  decoded  prop- 
erly. 

If  the  bar  code  signals  pass  the  tests  of  steps 
560  and  575,  then  the  microprocessor  proceeds  to 
decode  the  information  from  the  bar  code  signals. 
The  decoding  procedure  for  a  POSTNET  bar  code 
is  shown  in  Fig.  12B. 

In  this  procedure,  the  microprocessor  first  com- 
putes  the  number  of  characters  in  the  bar  code  by 
dividing  580  the  number  of  bars  that  were  detected 
by  5.  Then,  the  microprocessor  collects  groups  of 
five  bars  (i.e.,  five  values  representing  the  lowest 
A/D  values  during  a  bar).  Then  the  microprocessor 

searches  585  for  the  two  lowest  A/D  values  in  the 
group  of  five  values.  These  two  values  are  as- 
sumed  to  correspond  to  the  tall  bars  and  the  re- 
maining  values  are  assumed  to  correspond  to  the 

5  short  bars.  The  microprocessor  therefore  forms  590 
a  bit  pattern  corresponding  to  the  tall  and  short 
bars  and  then  checks  595  the  bit  pattern  to  see  if  it 
is  valid.  If  the  pattern  is  not  valid,  the  microproces- 
sor  proceeds  to  step  565  and  indicates  that  the  bar 

io  code  was  not  decoded  properly.  Otherwise,  if,  600, 
there  are  more  characters  to  be  processed,  the 
microprocessor  returns  to  step  585  and  attempts  to 
process  the  next  character. 

After  each  of  the  characters  has  been  decoded 
is  and  validated,  the  microprocessor  then  compares 

605  the  check  digits  in  the  bar  code  to  the  other 
digits  in  the  bar  code,  and  if  they  do  not  match,  the 
microprocessor  proceeds  to  step  565  and  indicates 
that  the  bar  code  was  not  decoded  properly.  How- 

20  ever,  if  the  check  digits  match,  the  bar  code  is 
assumed  to  be  correctly  decoded  and  the  micro- 
processor  proceeds  to  step  610,  Fig.  12C. 

Referring  to  Fig.  12C,  for  security  reasons,  the 
decoding  process  requires  that  the  bar  code  be 

25  decoded  to  the  same  value  twice  before  that  value 
is  accepted  as  a  correct  decode.  Thus,  after  the 
bar  code  has  been  decoded  the  first  time,  the 
microprocessor  stores  620  the  decoded  value  in  a 
compare  string,  indicates  625  no  decode  and  re- 

30  turns  to  step  510,  Fig.  12A.  After  the  second  suc- 
cessful  decode,  the  microprocessor  determines 
610  that  there  is  a  compare  string,  and  then  com- 
pares  615  the  compare  string  to  the  recently-de- 
coded  twice.  If  the  two  values  do  not  match,  the 

35  most  recently  decoded  value  is  stored  620  in  the 
compare  string  and  the  microprocessor  proceeds 
to  step  625  to  indicate  that  there  has  not  been  a 
successful  decode.  However,  if  the  compare  string 
matches  the  recently  decoded  value,  then  the 

40  microprocessor  signals  630  a  good  decode  to  the 
user  and  finishes  processing. 

Other  embodiments  are  within  the  scope  of  the 
following  claims.  For  example: 

The  above  circuitry  and  software  could  be 
45  used  to  verify  the  acceptability  of  a  candidate  bar 

code.  (Further  details  on  this  technique  can  be 
found  in  above-referenced  previously  filed  copen- 
ding  U.S.  Patent  Application  Serial  No.  07/592,021.) 
Referring  to  Fig.  13,  in  this  embodiment,  scanner 

50  240  is  mounted  in  receptacle  slot  645  of  trainer 
stand  640;  the  base  650  of  trainer  is  placed  on  a 
flat  surface  bearing  a  calibration  bar  code  655,  so 
that  the  trainer  stand  640  positions  scanner  240  a 
predetermined  distance  and  angle  from  the  calibra- 

55  tion  bar  code  655.  A/D  converter  samples  gen- 
erated  during  a  sweep  of  the  calibration  bar  code 
655  are  stored  by  controller  260  and  used  to  gen- 
erate  calibrated  values  for  the  relative  contrast  of 
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tall  or  wide  bars,  short  or  narrow  bars,  and  spaces, 
as  well  as  the  widths  of  bars  and  spaces.  (The 
calibrated  values  may  be  different  for  different  por- 
tions  of  the  sweep,  to  compensate  for  optical  and 
mechanical  variations.)  Thereafter,  the  calibration 
bar  code  is  replaced  by  the  candidate  bar  code, 
and  scanner  240  sweeps  the  candidate  bar  code. 
During  the  sweep,  controller  260  compares  the 
contrast  of  the  bars  and  spaces  of  the  candidate 
bar  code  to  those  stored  for  the  calibration  bar 
code,  and  also  compares  the  widths  of  the  bars 
and  spaces  of  the  candidate  bar  code  to  those 
stored  for  the  calibration  bar  code.  If  the  contrast 
and  widths  of  the  candidate  bar  code  are  within 
suitable  tolerances,  controller  260  signals  that  the 
candidate  is  acceptable,  otherwise  not. 

It  is  not  necessary  that  the  laser  beam  spot  be 
oblong,  or  that  the  laser  beam  spot  encompass  an 
entire  bar  of  the  bar  code  during  the  scan;  the  spot 
should  preferably  be  oriented  relative  to  the  bar 
code  so  that  a  substantially  larger  fraction  of  the 
spot  is  occupied  by  the  wide  or  tall  bars  than  by 
the  narrow  or  short  bars.  Any  shape  of  spot  may 
be  used,  as  long  as  the  spot  is  small  enough  that 
succeeding  bars  are  not  obscured  by  each  other, 
but  still  large  enough  to  allow  the  user  to  ac- 
curately  orient  the  sweeps  of  the  laser  beam  with 
the  bar  code.  Thus,  for  example,  as  shown  in  Figs. 
14A  and  14B,  a  height  modulated  bar  code  in 
which  the  bars  are  sufficiently  widely  spaced  can 
be  read  by  a  substantially  circular  spot.  Fig.  14A 
also  illustrates  that  the  spot  may  be  substantially 
smaller  than  the  height  of  the  bars,  as  long  as  the 
user  is  able  to  accurately  orient  the  sweep  of  the 
spot  so  that  it  encompasses  a  smaller  portion  of 
the  short  bars  than  of  the  large  bars.  Fig.  14C 
illustrates  that  a  width-modulated  bar  code,  if  suffi- 
ciently  widely  spaced,  can  also  be  read  by  a  sub- 
stantially  circular  spot.  Each  of  these  configurations 
will  produce  an  intensity  variation  similar  to  that 
shown  in  Fig.  3  and  thus  can  be  decoded  in  the 
manner  disclosed  above. 

A  wide  laser  beam  spot  could  also  be  used  to 
read  a  stacked  or  two-dimensional  bar  code  sym- 
bology,  or  any  other  symbology  in  which  informa- 
tion  is  dispersed  both  vertically  and  horizontally. 

Other  symbologies  could  be  read  by  the  meth- 
ods  and  apparatus  described  above.  For  example, 
referring  to  Fig.  15,  the  Canadian  postal  symbology 
includes  tall  bars,  medium-height  bars,  and  short 
bars.  This  symbology  could  be  read  and  decoded 
by  the  above  apparatus  by  modifying  the  above 
apparatus  to  distinguish  the  medium-height  bars 
from  the  short  bars.  For  example,  two  decaying 
peak  detectors  having  different  decay  time  con- 
stants  could  be  used  to  generate  two  thresholds  for 
comparison  with  each  negative  impulse  of  the  ana- 
log  signal.  In  a  software  embodiment,  the  minimum 

sample  value  for  each  impulse  could  be  compared 
to  other  minimum  sample  values  to  determine 
which  impulses  represented  small,  medium,  and 
tall  bars.  Note  that  the  symbology  illustrated  in  Fig. 

5  15  includes  two  types  of  medium-height  bars  — 
"down"  medium  bars  extending  below  the  short 
bars  and  "up"  medium  bars  extending  above  the 
short  bars.  In  some  applications  the  apparatus  de- 
scribed  above  may  be  unable  to  distinguish  be- 

io  tween  the  "down"  and  "up"  medium  bars,  in  which 
case  the  decoding  software  would  need  to  distin- 
guish  the  "up"  and  "down"  bars  by  determining 
whether  an  "up"  or  "down"  bar  would  result  in 
valid  characters,  and/or  by  using  any  other  error 

is  correction  information  included  in  the  bar  code. 
The  invention  may  be  summarized  as  follows: 

1  .  A  method  for  reading  a  symbol  comprising  a 
plurality  of  sectors,  including  large  and  small 
sectors,  said  large  sectors  having  substantially 

20  greater  area  than  said  small  sectors,  comprising 
the  steps  of: 

illuminating  a  region  of  said  symbol  with  a 
light  source, 

scanning  said  light  source  across  said  sym- 
25  bol  so  that  said  illuminated  region  traverses  a 

large  sector  and  a  small  sector,  so  that  the 
largest  portion  of  said  illuminated  region  which 
is  occupied  by  said  small  sector  during  said 
scanning  is  substantially  smaller  than  the  largest 

30  portion  of  said  illuminated  region  which  is  oc- 
cupied  by  said  large  sector  during  said  scan- 
ning; 

collecting  light  which  is  reflected  from  said 
symbol  as  said  light  source  scans  across  said 

35  symbol,  said  collected  light  varying  in  intensity 
as  said  light  source  traverses  said  sectors; 

generating  an  electrical  signal  indicative  of 
size  of  said  sectors  based  on  the  variation  of  the 
intensity  of  said  collected  light. 

40  2.  The  method  wherein  substantially  all  of  said 
illuminated  region  is  occupied  by  said  large 
sector  as  said  illuminated  region  scans  across 
said  large  sector. 
3.  The  method  wherein  substantially  all  of  said 

45  small  sector  is  encompassed  by  said  illuminated 
region  as  said  illuminated  region  scans  across 
said  small  sector. 
4.  The  method  wherein  said  sectors  comprise 
spaces  and  bars,  said  large  sectors  comprise 

50  tall  bars,  and  said  small  sectors  comprise  short 
bars. 
5.  The  method  wherein  said  symbol  is  encoded 
according  to  the  POSTNET  methodology. 
6.  The  method  wherein  said  sectors  comprise 

55  spaces  and  bars,  said  large  sectors  comprise 
wide  bars,  and  said  small  sectors  comprise  nar- 
row  bars. 
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7.  The  method  wherein  at  most  three  sectors 
are  encompassed  by  said  illuminated  region  at 
the  same  time  during  said  scanning. 
8.  The  method  wherein  said  illuminated  region  is 
substantially  oblong,  the  length  of  said  illumi- 
nated  region  being  at  least  twice  the  width  of 
said  illuminated  region. 
9.  The  method  wherein  said  light  source  is  a 
laser  beam  having  a  non-radially  symmetric 
cross-section,  and  within  a  working  range  said 
laser  beam  is  generally  convergent  along  a  first 
cross-sectional  plane  and  is  generally  divergent 
along  second  cross-sectional  plane. 
10.  The  method  wherein  said  regions  of  said 
symbol  include  bars  and  spaces  and  during  said 
scanning  the  long  dimension  of  said  oblong  re- 
gion  is  substantially  aligned  with  said  bars. 
1  1  .  The  method  wherein  generating  an  electrical 
signal  indicative  of  the  orientation  or  size  of  said 
bars  comprises: 

measuring  and  storing  a  value  representa- 
tive  of  a  magnitude  of  a  valley  in  the  variation  of 
the  intensity  of  the  collected  light, 

comparing  said  stored  value  to  a  magnitude 
of  a  subsequent  valley  in  the  variation  of  the 
intensity  of  the  collected  light,  and 

if  the  magnitude  of  said  subsequent  valley 
substantially  equals  the  magnitude  represented 
by  said  stored  value,  determining  that  said  sub- 
sequent  valley  corresponds  to  a  large  sector, 
otherwise  determining  that  said  subsequent  bar 
corresponds  to  a  small  sector. 
12.  The  method  wherein 

the  intensity  of  the  collected  light  is  repre- 
sented  by  an  analog  electrical  signal, 

said  stored  value  is  measured  and  stored  by 
a  negative  peak  detector  circuit,  and 

an  output  of  said  negative  peak  detector 
circuit  is  compared  to  said  analog  electrical  sig- 
nal  by  an  analog  comparator. 
13.  The  method  wherein  said  negative  peak 
detector  circuit  is  a  decaying  peak  detector  cir- 
cuit  and  said  output  of  said  peak  detector  circuit 
increases  slowly  over  time. 
13.  The  method  wherein 

the  intensity  of  the  collected  light  is  repre- 
sented  by  a  digital  electrical  signal, 

said  stored  value  is  measured,  stored,  and 
compared  to  values  representative  of  the  mag- 
nitude  of  subsequent  valleys  by  a  digital  com- 
puting  circuit. 
14.  The  method  adapted  to  verifying  the  accept- 
ability  of  a  symbol,  further  comprising: 

reading  a  calibration  symbol  mounted  at  a 
distant  position  relative  said  light  source  to  gen- 
erate  calibrated  electrical  signals  indicative  of 
the  orientation,  size,  or  contrast  of  sectors  of 
said  calibration  symbol, 

storing  said  calibrated  electrical  signals, 
reading  a  candidate  symbol  mounted  sub- 

stantially  at  said  distant  position  relative  to  said 
light  source  to  generate  candidate  electrical  sig- 

5  nals  indicative  of  the  orientation,  size,  or  con- 
trast  of  sectors  of  said  candidate  symbol, 

comparing  said  calibrated  electrical  signals 
to  said  candidate  electrical  signals,  and 

determining  whether  the  orientation,  size,  or 
io  contrast  of  sectors  of  said  candidate  symbol  are 

suitably  similar  to  the  orientation,  size,  or  con- 
trast  of  sectors  of  said  calibration  symbol. 
15.  A  method  for  reading  a  bar  code  symbol 
having  bars  of  different  heights  or  different 

is  widths,  comprising  the  steps  of: 
generating  a  laser  beam  having  a  non-radi- 

ally  symmetric  cross-section,  wherein  within  a 
working  range  said  laser  beam  is  generally  con- 
vergent  along  a  first  cross-sectional  plane  and  is 

20  generally  divergent  along  second  cross-sectional 
plane; 

locating  said  symbol  within  said  working 
range  and  illuminating  said  symbol  with  said 
laser  beam  such  that  said  laser  beam  illumi- 

25  nates  an  oblong  spot  on  said  symbol  with  the 
long  dimension  of  said  spot  generally  vertically 
aligned  with  said  bars  of  said  symbol; 

scanning  said  spot  across  bars  of  said  sym- 
bol; 

30  collecting  light  which  is  reflected  from  said 
symbol,  said  collected  light  varying  in  intensity 
as  said  spot  traverses  bars  and  spaces  between 
bars  of  said  symbol; 

generating  a  first  electrical  signal  represen- 
35  tative  of  the  intensity  of  said  collected  light;  and 

generating  a  second  electrical  signal  indica- 
tive  of  the  position  and  height  or  width  of  said 
bars  based  on  the  variations  of  said  first  elec- 
trical  signal. 

40  16.  Apparatus  for  measuring  a  reflectivity  char- 
acteristic  of  a  target  label,  wherein  a  label  is 
defined  as  including  a  pattern  of  elements  in- 
cluding  less-reflective  areas  (bars)  and  more- 
reflective  areas  (spaces),  said  apparatus  com- 

45  prising: 
(a)  radiation  emitter  means  for  directing  radi- 
ation  to  said  target  label; 
(b)  detector  means  for  receiving  radiation  re- 
flected  from  said  target  label;  and 

50  (c)  signal  comparison  means  for  comparing 
(1)  reflectivity  data  obtained  by  directing  radi- 
ation  to  said  target  label  with  (2)  reflectivity 
data  obtained  by  directing  radiation  to  a  cali- 
bration  standard, 

55  (d)  wherein  said  reflectivity  data  represent 
reflectivity  conditions  at  a  plurality  of  points 
on  each  of  said  target  label  and  said  calibra- 
tion  standard. 
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Claims 

1.  A  method  for  reading  a  symbol  comprising  a 
plurality  of  sectors,  including  large  and  small 
sectors,  said  large  sectors  having  substantially  5 
greater  area  than  said  small  sectors,  compris- 
ing  the  steps  of: 

illuminating  a  region  of  said  symbol  with  a 
light  source, 

scanning  said  light  source  across  said  10 
symbol  so  that  said  illuminated  region  tra- 
verses  a  large  sector  and  a  small  sector,  so 
that  the  largest  portion  of  said  illuminated  re- 
gion  which  is  occupied  by  said  small  sector 
during  said  scanning  is  substantially  smaller  is 
than  the  largest  portion  of  said  illuminated  re- 
gion  which  is  occupied  by  said  large  sector 
during  said  scanning; 

collecting  light  which  is  reflected  from  said 
symbol  as  said  light  source  scans  across  said  20 
symbol,  said  collected  light  varying  in  intensity 
as  said  light  source  traverses  said  sectors; 

generating  an  electrical  signal  indicative  of 
size  of  said  sectors  based  on  the  variation  of 
the  intensity  of  said  collected  light.  25 

2.  The  method  of  claim  1  wherein  substantially  all 
of  said  illuminated  region  is  occupied  by  said 
large  sector  as  said  illuminated  region  scans 
across  said  large  sector.  30 

3.  The  method  of  claim  1  wherein  substantially  all 
of  said  small  sector  is  encompassed  by  said 
illuminated  region  as  said  illuminated  region 
scans  across  said  small  sector.  35 

4.  The  method  of  claim  1  wherein  said  sectors 
comprise  spaces  and  bars,  said  large  sectors 
comprise  tall  bars,  and  said  small  sectors  com- 
prise  short  bars.  40 

wherein  preferably  said  symbol  is  encoded 
according  to  the  POSTNET  methodology, 

wherein  preferably  said  sectors  comprise 
spaces  and  bars,  said  large  sectors  comprise 
wide  bars,  and  said  small  sectors  comprise  45 
narrow  bars, 

wherein  preferably  at  most  three  sectors 
are  encompassed  by  said  illuminated  region  at 
the  same  time  during  said  scanning, 

wherein  preferably  said  illuminated  region  so 
is  substantially  oblong,  the  length  of  said  illu- 
minated  region  being  at  least  twice  the  width 
of  said  illuminated  region, 

wherein  preferably  said  light  source  is  a 
laser  beam  having  a  non-radially  symmetric  55 
cross-section,  and  within  a  working  range  said 
laser  beam  is  generally  convergent  along  a 
first  cross-sectional  plane  and  is  generally  di- 

vergent  along  second  cross-sectional  plane, 
and  wherein  preferably  said  regions  of 

said  symbol  include  bars  and  spaces  and  dur- 
ing  said  scanning  the  long  dimension  of  said 
oblong  region  is  substantially  aligned  with  said 
bars. 

5.  The  method  of  claim  1  wherein  generating  an 
electrical  signal  indicative  of  the  orientation  or 
size  of  said  bars  comprises: 

measuring  and  storing  a  value  representa- 
tive  of  a  magnitude  of  a  valley  in  the  variation 
of  the  intensity  of  the  collected  light, 

comparing  said  stored  value  to  a  mag- 
nitude  of  a  subsequent  valley  in  the  variation  of 
the  intensity  of  the  collected  light,  and 

if  the  magnitude  of  said  subsequent  valley 
substantially  equals  the  magnitude  represented 
by  said  stored  value,  determining  that  said 
subsequent  valley  corresponds  to  a  large  sec- 
tor,  otherwise  determining  that  said  subse- 
quent  bar  corresponds  to  a  small  sector. 

wherein  preferably 
the  intensity  of  the  collected  light  is  repre- 

sented  by  an  analog  electrical  signal, 
said  stored  value  is  measured  and  stored 

by  a  negative  peak  detector  circuit,  and 
an  output  of  said  negative  peak  detector 

circuit  is  compared  to  said  analog  electrical 
signal  by  an  analog  comparator, 

and  wherein  preferably  said  negative  peak 
detector  circuit  is  a  decaying  peak  detector 
circuit  and  said  output  of  said  peak  detector 
circuit  increases  slowly  over  time. 

6.  The  method  of  claim  4  wherein 
the  intensity  of  the  collected  light  is  repre- 

sented  by  a  digital  electrical  signal, 
said  stored  value  is  measured,  stored,  and 

compared  to  values  representative  of  the  mag- 
nitude  of  subsequent  valleys  by  a  digital  com- 
puting  circuit. 

7.  The  method  of  claim  1  adapted  to  verifying  the 
acceptability  of  a  symbol,  further  comprising: 

reading  a  calibration  symbol  mounted  at  a 
distant  position  relative  said  light  source  to 
generate  calibrated  electrical  signals  indicative 
of  the  orientation,  size,  or  contrast  of  sectors  of 
said  calibration  symbol, 

storing  said  calibrated  electrical  signals, 
reading  a  candidate  symbol  mounted  sub- 

stantially  at  said  distant  position  relative  to  said 
light  source  to  generate  candidate  electrical 
signals  indicative  of  the  orientation,  size,  or 
contrast  of  sectors  of  said  candidate  symbol, 

comparing  said  calibrated  electrical  signals 
to  said  candidate  electrical  signals,  and 

11 
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determining  whether  the  orientation,  size, 
or  contrast  of  sectors  of  said  candidate  symbol 
are  suitably  similar  to  the  orientation,  size,  or 
contrast  of  sectors  of  said  calibration  symbol. 

8.  A  method  for  reading  a  bar  code  symbol  hav- 
ing  bars  of  different  heights  or  different  widths, 
comprising  the  steps  of: 

generating  a  laser  beam  having  a  non- 
radially  symmetric  cross-section,  wherein  with- 
in  a  working  range  said  laser  beam  is  generally 
convergent  along  a  first  cross-sectional  plane 
and  is  generally  divergent  along  second  cross- 
sectional  plane; 

locating  said  symbol  within  said  working 
range  and  illuminating  said  symbol  with  said 
laser  beam  such  that  said  laser  beam  illumi- 
nates  an  oblong  spot  on  said  symbol  with  the 
long  dimension  of  said  spot  generally  vertically 
aligned  with  said  bars  of  said  symbol; 

scanning  said  spot  across  bars  of  said 
symbol; 

collecting  light  which  is  reflected  from  said 
symbol,  said  collected  light  varying  in  intensity 
as  said  spot  traverses  bars  and  spaces  be- 
tween  bars  of  said  symbol; 

generating  a  first  electrical  signal  repre- 
sentative  of  the  intensity  of  said  collected  light; 
and 

generating  a  second  electrical  signal  indi- 
cative  of  the  position  and  height  or  width  of 
said  bars  based  on  the  variations  of  said  first 
electrical  signal. 

9.  Apparatus  for  measuring  a  reflectivity  char- 
acteristic  of  a  target  label,  wherein  a  label  is 
defined  as  including  a  pattern  of  elements  in- 
cluding  less-reflective  areas  (bars)  and  more- 
reflective  areas  (spaces),  said  apparatus  com- 
prising: 

(a)  radiation  emitter  means  for  directing  ra- 
diation  to  said  target  label; 
(b)  detector  means  for  receiving  radiation 
reflected  from  said  target  label;  and 
(c)  signal  comparison  means  for  comparing 
(1)  reflectivity  data  obtained  by  directing 
radiation  to  said  target  label  with  (2)  re- 
flectivity  data  obtained  by  directing  radiation 
to  a  calibration  standard, 
(d)  wherein  said  reflectivity  data  represent 
reflectivity  conditions  at  a  plurality  of  points 
on  each  of  said  target  label  and  said  cali- 
bration  standard. 

10.  A  method  for  reading  a  symbol  comprising  a 
large  and  small  sectors,  comprising  the  steps 
of: 

illuminating  a  region  of  said  symbol  with  a 

light  source, 
scanning  said  light  source  across  said 

symbol; 
collecting  light  which  is  reflected  from  said 

5  symbol  as  said  light  source  scans  across  said 
symbol,  said  collected  light  varying  in  inten- 
sity; 

generating  an  electrical  signal  indicative  of 
the  intensity  of  said  collected  light. 
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