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Description

Field of the Invention

[0001] The present invention relates to printer devic-
es, and particularly, although not exclusively, to a meth-
od and apparatus for determining and correcting mis-
alignments between printheads in ink jet devices.

Background to the Invention

[0002] It is known to produce paper copies, also
known as "hard" copies of files stored on a host device,
e.g. a computer using a printer device. The print media
onto which files may be printed includes paper and clear
acetates for use in lectures, seminars and the like.
[0003] Referring to Figure 1, there is illustrated a con-
ventional host device 1, in this case a personal compu-
ter, linked to a printer device 2 via a cable 3. Amongst
the known methods for printing text or graphics and the
like onto a print media such as paper it is known to build
up an image on the paper by spraying drops of ink from
a plurality of nozzles.

[0004] Referring to Figure 2, there is illustrated sche-
matically part of a prior art printer device comprising an
array of printer nozzles 4 arranged into parallel rows.
The unit comprising the arrangement of printer nozzles
is known herein as a printhead. In a conventional printer
of the type described herein, the printhead 5 is con-
strained to move in a direction 6 with respect to the print
media 7 e.g. a sheet of A4 paper. In addition, the print
media 7 is also constrained to move in a further direction
8. Preferably, direction 6 is orthogonal to direction 8.
[0005] During a normal print operation, printhead 5 is
moved into a first position with respect to the print media
7 and a plurality of ink drops 9a, 9b are sprayed from a
number of printer nozzles 4 contained within printhead
5. This process is also known as a print operation. After
the completion of a print operation the printhead 5 is
moved in a direction 6 to a second position and another
print operation is performed. In a like manner, the print-
head 5 is repeatedly moved in a direction 6 across the
print media 7 and a print operation performed after each
such movement of the printhead 5. In practice, modern
printers of this type are arranged to carry out such print
operations while the printhead is in motion, thus obviat-
ing the need to move the printhead discrete distances
between print operations. When the printhead 5 reaches
an edge of the print media 7, the print media is moved
a short distance in a direction 8, parallel to a main length
of the print media 7, and further print operations are per-
formed. By repetition of this process, a complete printed
page may be produced in an incremental manner.
[0006] Since the advent of colour printing, printers
with more than one printhead are typically used. Gen-
erally, four printheads are used, each storing and print-
ing a different colour; for example: cyan; magenta; yel-
low; and black. The inks from the four printheads are
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mixed on the print media to obtain any other particular
colour.

[0007] However, full colour printing requires that the
inks from the individual printheads are accurately ap-
plied to the print media.

[0008] In order that this may be achieved, precise
alignment of the various printheads is required. The me-
chanical misalignment of a printhead may result in an
offset in the positioning of ink drops on the print media.
Such offsets may occur in the X direction (in the media
advance/media axis) or the Y direction (in the carriage/
scan axis). Additionally, angular offsets may also arise.
If each printhead in a printer is not sufficiently accurately
aligned with the remaining printheads of the printer, a
misregistration between the images formed by the dif-
ferent coloured ink drops on the print media may result.
This may cause too much ink to be deposited in some
areas and too little ink to be deposited in others. This
often gives rise "grainy" appearance in the printed im-
age. This type of print error is often particularly notice-
able to the viewer. Consequently, such misregistrations
are generally unacceptable, with colour printing typically
requiring image registration accuracy from each of the
printheads of 1/2400 inch.

[0009] Various systems have been devised to ad-
dress misregistration. In particular, systems have been
devised in order to ensure that offsets in the X direction
(media axis) are reduced to acceptable levels. One such
known system employs a unitary colour printhead,
which contains the nozzles of each ink colour: cyan; ma-
genta; and yellow. Thus, the nozzles of each ink colour
may be accurately aligned with those of the other col-
ours on manufacture. Thus, when the printhead is
mounted in the print carriage of a printer, the positions
of the nozzles of each ink colour are constrained with
respect to each other. In this way, the operator need only
ensure that the colour printhead is correctly aligned with
the black ink printhead.

[0010] In this system, this is achieved by printing two
overlying alignment patches on the print medium, one
with the black ink printhead and the other with the colour
printhead. Each alignment patch consists of a series of
parallel lines. However, the spacing of the lines of the
two alignment patches is slightly different, thus giving
rise to an interference pattern. When the alignment
patches have been printed, the operator manually in-
spects them to determine the position in the overlying
alignment patches of the maximum or minimum ink den-
sity. From this information, the relative offset between
the two printheads in the media feed direction may be
determined.

[0011] Once this determination has been made, the
processor of the printer compensates for any offset in
the media feed direction between printheads by avoid-
ing using those nozzles in each printhead that extend in
the media feed direction beyond the nozzles of the other
printhead. The processor of the printer also resets the
"logical zero" in terms of the nozzles' numbering in each
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printhead. That is to say that the nozzles which are to
be used in each printhead are re-numbered, where nec-
essary, such that the nozzles in each printhead which
correspond in terms of their position along the media
feed direction are allocated the same number, in order
to ensure correct registration between the images print-
ed by the different printheads. In this manner, the print
output of the two printheads may be aligned at the ex-
pense of a slightly reduced number of usable nozzles.
[0012] This technique suffers from the disadvantage
thatitis relatively slow, being non-automated and reliant
upon an operator. Furthermore, the process is less suit-
able for use in printers having more than two printheads,
due to the increased difficulty of determining the relative
offsets for a greater number of printheads.

[0013] A second type of known system is generally
used on large format ink jet printers, which employ sep-
arate printheads for each ink colour. In order to ensure
that no misregistration occurs between the images
formed by the different coloured ink drops on the print
medium, an alignment routine is performed.

[0014] In this routine, alignment patches are printed
across the sheet of print media with each printhead so
that they are approximately aligned along the scan axis;
i.e. in a direction perpendicular to the media feed direc-
tion. The positions of the alignment patches in the media
feed direction are then measured using an optical scan-
ner, often referred to as a line scanner, which is mounted
on the printer carriage. This is achieved for each align-
ment patch by positioning the line scanner at the appro-
priate point along the scan axis so as to be able to detect
the alignment patch and then feeding the print media
backwards (i.e. in a reverse feed direction) so that the
position of the patch on the media in the media feed di-
rection may be determined. The line scanner is then po-
sitioned at the appropriate point along the scan axis to
detect the next alignment patch and the print media is
fed forwards once again in readiness for determining the
position of the next patch in the media feed direction.
Once the position of each alignment patch in the media
feed direction has be determined in this manner, the rel-
ative offsets in the media feed direction between the in-
dividual printheads are calculated.

[0015] The print output of the different printheads are
then aligned in the media feed direction in the same
manner as described above with respect to the first type
of prior art system; i.e. by avoiding using those nozzles
in each printhead that extend in the media feed direction
beyond the nozzles of the other printheads and by re-
setting the "logical zero" in terms of the nozzles' num-
bering.

[0016] Although this system functions satisfactorily,
the process which it employs is relatively slow, since the
print media must be fed backwards and then forwards
again in order to measure the position of each of the
alignment patches. As the trend for increased numbers
of printheads in a printer continues, the duration of such
an alignment procedure is proportionally increased. Ad-
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ditionally, this system suffers from a further problem in
that it can only be used with printer mechanisms that
are capable of feeding the print media in both a forwards
and a reverse feed direction. Thus, this technique is
generally not applicable to printers in which the reverse
feed direction of the media feed motor is used to perform
other functions, such as powering a duplexing mecha-
nism. Such printers include many high production, small
format printers.

[0017] It would therefore be desirable to provide a
system and method for determining a relative offset in
the media advance direction between the printheads of
a printer, which overcomes one or more of the disad-
vantages associated with the prior art.

Summary of the Invention

[0018] According to afirst aspect of the presentinven-
tion there is provided a method of determining a regis-
tration offset in a hard copy apparatus, comprising the
steps of: marking a alignment pattern on a print medium
with a first pen; traversing the pattern in a first direction
with a sensor and measuring the position of a portion of
the pattern in the first direction; and, determining the off-
set of the pattern in a second direction, the pattern being
configured such that the measured position in the first
direction is indicative of a registration offset in a second
direction.

[0019] By using an alignment pattern that is config-
ured such that a measurable distance associated with
the patternin afirst direction, for example along the scan
axis of a printer device, allows the placement of the pat-
tern in a second direction, for example along the media
feed direction of the printer device, to be determined
several advantages are realised.

[0020] Firstly, the alignment pattern may be printed
and then scanned in the same direction, for example,
along the scan axis direction of a printer. Thus, the two
processes may be implemented without having to feed
the print media, or having to scan the alignment pattern
in a direction different from that in which the alignment
pattern was printed. Thus, complex scanning arrange-
ments may be avoided.

[0021] Moreover, this means that the present embod-
iment does not suffer from the disadvantage known in
some prior art methods of requiring the alignment pat-
terns, once printed, to be moved backwards and for-
wards under an optical scanner in order to establish their
position along the media feed axis. As a consequence,
the process by which the printheads offsets in the media
feed direction may be achieved according to the present
invention is comparatively rapid. This is because one
pass of an optical scanner across the print medium may
be sufficient to measure offsets of even a large number
of printheads in the media feed direction.

[0022] Preferably, the alignment pattern of the
present invention comprises two lines, one arranged
parallel to the media feed axis and a second arranged
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at 45 degrees to the first. By scanning a narrow path
across the scan axis of the media, intersecting both
lines, the distance between the two points in the scan
path intersected by the two lines may be measured. Due
to the fact that the two lines of the alignment pattern are
arranged at 45 degrees to each other, the measured dis-
tance will be equal to the perpendicular distance from
the scan path to the point at which the two lines intersect.
Thus, a change in the offset of a printhead in the media
feed axis will cause the position of the alignment pattern,
including both lines, to be offset relative to the scan path.
Therefore, the distance between the two points in the
scan path intersected by the two lines will change in pro-
portion to the offset. Thus, by measuring the distance
between the point in each line intersected by the scan
path, the offset of the printhead in the in the media feed
axis may be determined.

[0023] The present invention also extends to the cor-
responding apparatus for implementing the above
method. Furthermore, the present invention also ex-
tends to a computer program, arranged to implement
the method of the present invention.

Brief Description of the Drawings

[0024] For abetter understanding of the invention and
to show how the same may be carried into effect, there
will now be described by way of example only, specific
embodiments, methods and processes according to the
present invention with reference to the accompanying
drawings in which:

Figure 1 illustrates a prior art printing system incor-
porating a personal computer linked to a printer;
Figure 2 illustrates schematically part of a prior art
printhead in relation to the print media on which it
prints;

Figure 3 shows a perspective view of a large format
inkjet printer incorporating the features of the
present invention;

Figure 4 shows a schematic perspective view of the
carriage portion of the printer of Figure 3 showing a
carriage-mounted optical sensor;

Figure 5 shows a schematic perspective view of the
media positioning system of the printer of Figure 3;
Figure 6 shows a view of the components of the op-
tical sensor unit of the printer of Figure 3;

Figures 7a and 7b schematically illustrate the opti-
cal sensor of Figure 6 located adjacent to a mark
on a print medium, with Figure 7a illustrating the
case in which the size of the mark is larger than the
field of view of the sensor and Figure 7b illustrating
the case in which the size of the mark is smaller
than the field of view of the sensor;

Figure 7c illustrates the spatial response of the sen-
sor of Figure 6;

Figure 8a illustrates a schematic plan view of the
printheads mounted in the printer carriage assem-
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bly of the printer of Figure 3 showing the offset be-
tween printheads in the media feed direction;
Figure 8b illustrates the schematic plan view of the
printheads shown in Figure 8a, showing the usable
nozzles in each printhead once the offsets between
individual printheads in the media advance direc-
tion have been determined using the method of the
present invention;

Figure 9aillustrates printhead alignment patterns in
accordance with an embodiment of the present in-
vention;

Figure 9b illustrates the path of the optical sensor
as it passed over the printhead alignment patterns
of Figure 9a;

Figure 9c illustrates the changing output of the op-
tical sensor as it detects marks making up the print-
head alignment patterns shown in Figure 9a and 9b;
Figure 9d shows an enlarged view of a printhead
alignment pattern shown in Figure 9a;

Figures 10a-c each illustrate alternative printhead
alignment patterns in accordance with the present
invention.

Detailed Description of the Best Mode for Carrying Out
the Invention

[0025] There will now be described by way of example
only the best mode contemplated by the inventors for
carrying out the invention.

System of the present embodiment

[0026] A typical application for the invention is in a
large format colour inkjet printer. Commonly assigned
U.S. Patent 5,835,108, entitled "Calibration technique
for misdirected inkjet printhead nozzles", describes an
exemplary system which can employ aspects of this in-
vention and the entire contents of which are incorporat-
ed herein by reference.

[0027] Referring now to Figure 3, the system of the
present embodiment will now be described. The figure
shows a perspective view of an inkjet printer 10 having
a housing 12 mounted on a stand 14. The housing has
left and right drive mechanism enclosures 16 and 18. A
control panel 20 is mounted on the right enclosure 18.
A print medium 33 such as paper is positioned along a
vertical or media axis by a media axis drive mechanism
(shown in Figure 5). As used herein, the media axis is
called the X-axis denoted as 13, and the scan axis is
called the Y-axis denoted as 15.

[0028] A carriage assembly 30, illustrated in phantom
under a cover 22, is adapted for reciprocal motion along
a carriage bar 24 (i.e. along the scan axis), which is also
shown in phantom and is arranged to support and posi-
tion the four inkjet print cartridges 38, 40, 42, and 44
(shown more clearly in Figure 4) that store ink of differ-
ent colours, e.g., black, magenta, cyan and yellow ink,
respectively. The carriage assembly also holds the cir-
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cuitry required for interface to the ink firing circuits in the
print cartridges. As the carriage assembly 30 translates
relative to the medium 33 along the X and Y-axes, se-
lected nozzles in the inkjet print cartridges are activated
and ink is applied to the medium 33. The colours from
the three colour cartridges are mixed to obtain any other
particular colour.

[0029] The position of the carriage assembly 30 along
the scan axis is determined by a carriage positioning
mechanism 31 with respect to an encoder strip 32, as
are illustrated in Figure 4. Figure 4 is a perspective view
of the carriage positioning mechanism 31 and the en-
coder strip 32 together with the carriage assembly 30,
which is shown supporting the four print cartridges 38,
40, 42, and 44, and positioned above the media roller
35b, of which a partial view is shown. As can be seen
from the figure, an optical sensor 50, which is described
below with respect to Figures 6 and 7, is connected to
the carriage assembly 30.

[0030] The carriage positioning mechanism 31 in-
cludes a carriage position motor 31a which has a drive
shaft and a drive roller 31b and 31c, respectively, and
which drives a belt 31d. The belt is secured by idler 31e
and is attached to the carriage 30. In this manner, the
position of the carriage assembly 30 may be moved in
the Y-axis 15 along the carriage bar 24. The carriage
assembly 30 may be moved in either a positive or a neg-
ative direction, as is indicated by the arrow 15 in the fig-
ure, in dependence upon the direction of rotation of the
motor 31a.

[0031] The position of the carriage assembly 30 in the
scan axis is determined precisely using the encoder
strip 32. The encoder strip 32 is secured by a first stan-
chion 34a at one end and a second stanchion 34b at the
other end. An optical encoder strip reader (not shown)
is disposed on the carriage assembly 30 and provides
carriage position signals that are utilized to determine
the position of the carriage assembly 30 in the Y-axis 15.
[0032] Figure 5 is a perspective view of a simplified
representation of the media positioning system 35 of the
printer 10, in relation to the printer carriage assembly
30. The media positioning system 35 includes a motor
35a, which is normal to and drives the media roller 35b.
The position of the media roller 35b is determined by a
media position encoder 35¢c on the motor. An optical
reader 35d senses the position of the encoder 35c and
provides a plurality of output pulses, which indirectly de-
termine the position of the roller 35b and, therefore, the
position of the media 33 in the X-axis.

[0033] The media and carriage position information is
provided to a processor on a circuit board 36 disposed
on the carriage assembly 30 for use in connection with
printhead alignment techniques of the present inven-
tion.

[0034] Figure 6 illustrates the optical sensor unit 50
of the printer 10. The optical sensor 50 is arranged to
sense marks or ink on the print media 33, which have
been ejected by the printheads 38, 40, 42, 44. As has
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been stated above, the optical sensor 50 is mounted on
the carriage assembly 30 and thus is free to sense
marks on any portion of the print media 33 by moving
the printer carriage 30 and/or the media 33 to selected
locations along the X and Y-axes, respectively.

[0035] The specific sensor and method used in order
to establish the position of a line or mark on the print
media does not form part of the invention and any suit-
able, known sensor and method may be used for this
purpose. However, for the purposes of clarity, a suitable
optical sensor and method will now be briefly described.
For a more complete description of such an optical sen-
sor and its method of use, the reader is referred to US
patent application number

09/627,509 filed 28 July 2000, entitled "Techniques for
measuring the position of marks on media and for align-
ing inkjet devices", which is assigned to the assignee of
the present application, and is hereby incorporated by
reference. Additional details of the function of a pre-
ferred optical sensor system and related printing system
are disclosed in US application Serial No. 08/551, 022
filed 31 October 1995 entitled "Optical path optimization
for light transmission and reflection in a carriage-mount-
ed inkjet printer sensor”, which is assigned to the as-
signee of the present application, and is hereby incor-
porated by reference.

[0036] Figure 6 shows a more detailed view of the op-
tical sensor unit 50 shown in Figure 4. The optical sensor
unit 50 includes: a photocell, or optical detector 50a; a
holder 50b; a cover 50c; an optical element or lens 50d;
and, a light source such as two LEDs 50e, 50f. The op-
tical sensor unit 50 in this exemplary embodiment in-
cludes two LEDs, one green and one blue; the green
LED being used to scan all of the patterns or marks ex-
cept the patterns or marks used to obtain information
from the yellow ink printhead.

[0037] A protective casing (shown in Figure 4) that al-
so acts as an ESD shield for sensor components is pro-
vided for attachment to the carriage. Also shown in the
figure are the relative positions of the object plane and
the image plane that are offset from the plane of the lens
by distances S1 and S2, respectively.

[0038] The light from the light sources 50e, 50f illumi-
nates the object, such as a printhead alignment pattern
printed on print media 33. The image of the object is
focussed by the optical element 50d on the image plane
and is detected by the optical detector 50a in a conven-
tional manner.

[0039] In operation, the optical sensor unit 50 is ar-
ranged to scan a "line" across the print medium 33 in
the scan or Y-axis direction as the printer carriage as-
sembly 30, to which the optical sensor unit 50 is mount-
ed, is moved across the scan axis. Where the optical
sensor unit 50 passes over areas of the print medium
33 with levels of reflectivity that differ from adjacent ar-
eas along the scanned line, the signal output by the op-
tical detector 50a will vary in dependence upon the local
changes in the detected levels of reflectivity. Such areas
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include marks or portions of alignment patterns printed
on the print medium 33 by one of the four inkjet print
cartridges 38, 40, 42, and 44. In this manner, changes
in the output signal of the optical detector 50a can be
used to determine the position of a mark on the print
medium 30.

[0040] Thisisillustrated in Figure 7a. In the figure, the
optical sensor unit 50 is illustrated at the point that it
passes over a mark 52a as it traverses the scan axis (as
indicated by the arrow in the figure).

[0041] The optical detector 50a has a photosensitive
area or areas which produce electrical sensor signals
56a that follow the optical transfer function (OTF) of the
optical system. This OTF is the response of the optical
sensor to the light reflected from the media. The spatial
response of the sensor is the mapping of the signal from
the sensor in response to a point light source scanning
along the viewing area of the optical system. The optical
response can be defined mathematically as the "point
spread function" (PSF), i.e. the response of the detector
system to light from a point in space.

[0042] Figure 7cillustrates the spatial response of the
sensor, determined by mapping the PSF along all the
points of the space to be analysed, here the space along
the media plane. The values of the coordinates in Figure
7c for this example are in space coordinates of 1/1200
inch.

[0043] The sensor signal 56a output by the optical de-
tector when the sensor is scanning across the mark 52a
on the media is the mathematical convolution of the re-
flectivity of the mark 52a and the spatial response of the
optical sensor.

[0044] If the nominal size of the mark to be detected
is similar to or larger than the optical sensor viewing ar-
ea, as indicated in Figure 7a, the optical sensor signal
is dominated by the shape of the mark. Thus, the result-
ing sensor signal 56a has a plateau in the maximum of
the signal. The plateau adds inaccuracies in determin-
ing the position of the centre of the mark. Furthermore,
nonuniformities in the marks on the medium can pro-
duce lack of consistency of the plateau, introducing er-
roneous centre position signals.

[0045] However, if the size of the mark to be detected
is smaller than the sensor viewing area, the sensor sig-
nal is dominated by the response curve of the optical
sensor. This is illustrated in Figure 7b, where the size of
the mark 52b is smaller than the size of the viewing area
54b of the sensor. This produces a corresponding sen-
sor signal 56b, with a clear and relatively sharp peak.
Therefore, in the present embodiment, it is desirable
that the marks or lines to be detected are sized smaller
than the sensor viewing area dimension in the direction
in which the measurement is to be made. In this exam-
ple, the application need only know the position along
the scan axis at which the centres of the marks are de-
tected. Thus, the dimension of the marks or lines can
be made larger than the viewing area in the media axis
direction, but preferably are smaller than the viewing ar-
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ea dimension in the scan axis direction.

[0046] Good results are typically obtained with a mark
size between about 0.5 and 0.75 of the sensor viewing
area dimension. Of course, the smaller the mark in re-
lation to the sensor viewing area, the higher the resolu-
tion but at the expense of signal strength. In other words,
when the marks are made smaller than the viewing area
of the optical sensor, there is not a lower limit on the size
of the mark, and the designer is guided by the necessity
of having a minimum sensor signal to measure correctly.
If the mark is very dark, a smaller mark can be used,
while obtaining better resolution. In practice, the appli-
cant has found that the measurement resolution of this
type of optical sensor may be up to 4 microns. This pro-
vides a significantly greater resolution than the resolu-
tion or nozzle spacing of an exemplary printer, which has
a dot spacing of 1/1200 inches, which equates to a res-
olution of approximately 20 microns.

[0047] Thus, if the optical sensor can be modelled like
a first order OTF (corresponding to a normal curve), and
the size of the mark is smaller than the sensor viewing
area, the position of the mark on the media can be cal-
culated with the precision of the mechanical scanning
system of the optical sensor. This system provides an
effective technique to find the centre of the mark be-
cause the signal has a clear and sharp peak corre-
sponding to the centre.

[0048] Referring now to Figure 8a, a schematic plan
view of the nozzle plates of each of printheads 38, 40,
42 and 44 as mounted in the printer carriage assembly
30 is shown. As can be seen from the figure, each print-
head has two columns of nozzles with a column offset
41c. Furthermore, each printhead is separated from ad-
jacent printheads in the Y-axis or scan axis direction by
a Y-axis offset 41a. Due to inaccuracies in the location
of each printhead in the printer carriage 30, each print-
head is located slightly differently along the X-axis or in
the media feed direction, giving rise to vertical printhead
misalignments. By comparing the relative positions
along the X-axis of corresponding nozzles between two
printheads, while they remain on the carriage, it is pos-
sible to determine an actual offset 41b between those
printheads along the media axis 13.

Method of the present embodiment

[0049] The printhead alignment method of the present
embodiment is generally performed when a printhead is
replaced, when the relative offsets of one or more of the
printheads in the media axis (X-axis) are likely to
change. This may be done eitherimmediately on replac-
ing a printhead, or, when the printer is powered up and
the new printhead is detected. However, the method of
the present embodiment may also be manually trig-
gered by a user using the user interface 20 of the printer,
at such a time as is determined by the user. This may
be done, for example, after a printhead crash has oc-
curred; i.e. when one or more printheads have come into
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contact with the print medium and possible been moved
relative to the printer carriage assembly 30. Alternative-
ly, the printer may be programmed to implement the
method of the present embodiment at periodic intervals;
for example, after a predetermined period of time or after
a predetermined amount of use.

[0050] When the method is implemented, the printer
carriage assembly is brought to the right hand end of
the scan axis, as is shown in Figures 3 and 4; i.e. adja-
cent the right hand drive mechanism enclosure 18. The
media positioning system 35 of the printer 10 then feeds
the media 33 currently in the printer forwards, if required,
so that the method may be carried out using clean print
media.

[0051] The printer carriage assembly 30 is then con-
trolled by the printer control unit of the printer (not
shown) to traverse the print media 33 along the scan
axis 15 as in a normal printing mode. As the printer car-
riage assembly 30 traverses the print media 33, each of
the four printheads, in sequence, prints an alignment
pattern on the print media 33 under the control of the
printer control unit. Each alignment pattern is printed us-
ing all of the nozzles in the printhead. Thus, each align-
ment pattern has substantially the same alignment char-
acteristics as the printhead that printed it, whilst it is
mounted in the carriage assembly 30. Furthermore, the
height of each alignment pattern is therefore the same
as the height of the columns of nozzles of the printhead
in the media movement direction (X-axis); otherwise
known as the "swath height" of the printhead. Thus, any
offset in the media axis of a given printhead will be re-
flected in the position of the alignment pattern in the me-
dia axis on the print medium.

[0052] Figure 9a illustrates the four alignment pat-
terns 61-64, which respectively represent the black, cy-
an, magenta and yellow alignment patterns printed by
the printheads 61-64, respectively.

[0053] As can be seen from the figure, in the present
embodiment the alignment patterns are identical, differ-
ing only in their placement on the print medium 33. As
can also be seen from the figure, each alignment pattern
consists of three straight lines 60a, 60b and 60c (labeled
only on alignment pattern 61 in the figure). Two of the
lines 60a and 60c are parallel to the media axis (X-axis)
and are positioned level with each other along the media
axis. The third line 60b joins one end of the line 60a and
the opposing end of the line 60c so as to form a line at
45 degrees to both the media axis (X-axis) 13 and the
scan axis (Y-axis) 15. For the purposes of the present
embodiment, the direction of the slope of the line 60c
may be varied. Thus, instead of sloping upwards from
left to right as is shown in the figure, the line 60b could
instead slope downwards from left to right in the figure.
[0054] Each of the alignment patterns is printed at a
predetermined location along the scan axis 15, as
measured by the carriage positioning mechanism 31 in
conjunction with the processor on the circuit board 36
of the carriage assembly 30. In this manner, it is ensured
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that no two alignment patterns overlap. This means that
it is easier to distinguish one alignment pattern from an-
other when determining their positions on the print me-
dium. However, the skilled reader will appreciate that at
least partially overlapping alignment patterns may addi-
tionally or instead be used.

[0055] Figure 9a also schematically illustrates that
each of the alignment patterns is positioned slightly dif-
ferently along the media or X-axis, due to the vertical
misalignments of the printheads 38, 40, 42 and 44, as
isillustrated in Figure 8. As is the case in Figure 8, these
misalignments have been exaggerated in Figure 9 for
the sake of clarity.

[0056] Due to the relative positions in the printer car-
riage assembly 30 of the optical sensor unit 50 and the
printheads 38, 40, 42 and 44, the optical sensor unit 50
passes over the alignment patterns 61-64 shortly after
they are printed; i.e. in the same pass of the printer car-
riage assembly 30 over the print media 33 in which the
alignment patterns are printed. Thus, the skilled reader
will understand that in the present embodiment the print
media 33 remains stationary between the step of print-
ing the alignment patterns and subsequently sensing
the positions of the alignment patterns with the optical
sensor unit 50.

[0057] Figure 9b illustrates the path 65 of the optical
sensor unit 50 superimposed over the alignment pat-
terns 61-64. The direction of movement of the optical
sensor unit 50 is shown by the arrows in the figure.
[0058] As has been explained above with respect to
the optical sensor unit 50, where the optical sensor unit
50 passes over printed marks, the signal output by the
optical detector 50a decreases in response to the re-
duced levels of reflectivity of the printed marks relative
to the surrounding print medium 33.

[0059] Figure Oc illustrates the signal 66 output by the
optical detector 50a as it detects those portions of the
alignment patterns 61-64 lying beneath the optical sen-
sor unit path 65 shown in Figure 9b. As can be seen
from Figure 9c, the optical detector 50a outputs a narrow
pulse as it passes over each line 60a-c of each of the
alignment patterns 61-64. As has been explained
above, the peak value of each pulse corresponds to the
detection of the centre of each corresponding line.
[0060] Thus, for each alignment pattern 61-64 the op-
tical detector 50a outputs three detection pulses; A, B
and C that correspond to the detection of lines 60a, 60b
and 60c, respectively. In Figure 9c, these detection puls-
es are labelled: A,, B, and C, in respect of the black (k)
alignment pattern 61; A;, B, and C; in respect of the
cyan (c) alignment pattern 62; A,,, B, and C,,, in respect
of the magenta (m) alignment pattern 63; and, Ay, By
and Cy in respect of the yellow (y) alignment pattern 64.
[0061] As has been explained above with respect to
Figure 4, the instantaneous position of the printer car-
riage assembly 30, as it passes along the scan axis (Y-
axis) is known. Consequently, the position of the optical
sensor unit 50, which is mounted with a known offset to
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the printer carriage assembly 30, is also known at the
moment that the central, or peak value for each detec-
tion pulse occurs, as is shown in Figure 9c.

[0062] As the optical sensor unit 50 passes over each
alignment pattern, the printer control unit records the in-
stantaneous positions of the optical sensor unit 50 when
the peak value of each of the detection pulses A-C is
output. These positions correspond to the positions
along the scan axis at which the three lines 60a-c are
intersected by the path 65 of the optical sensor unit 50.
[0063] In the case of each alignment pattern, the re-
corded position along the scan axis of the optical sensor
unit 50 at the moment that the first line 60a is detected
is subtracted from the position along the scan axis of the
optical sensor unit 50 at which the second line 60b is
detected. This yields the separation "d," between the
points at which the optical sensor unit path 65 crosses
the first and second lines 60a and 60b. This is shown in
Figure 9d, which illustrates an enlarged view of the
alignment pattern 61 together with the overlying path 65
of the optical sensor unit as shown in Figure 9b.
[0064] Since the second line 60b lies at 45 degrees
to the media movement direction (X-axis), the separa-
tion "d4" is also equal to the distance "d," (also shown
in Figure 9d) between the point at which the optical sen-
sor unit path 65 crosses the line 60a and furthest point
of the line 60a in the direction of the negative media feed
direction (X-axis) as shown in the figure. Therefore, the
distance "d4" indicates the length of the line 60a, and
indeed the alignment pattern 61 as a whole, which ex-
tends beyond the optical sensor unit path 65 in the neg-
ative media feed direction (negative X-axis). As has
been stated above, the length of the line 60a is known.
In this embodiment, it is equal to the swath height of the
printhead that printed the alignment pattern 61. There-
fore, the length of the line 60a, and thus the alignment
pattern 61 as a whole, which extends beyond the optical
sensor unit path 65 in the positive media feed direction
(positive X-axis) is given by:

swath height - d,

[0065] The offset O, of the black alignment pattern 61
(i.e. the distance by which the centre of the alignment
pattern 61 is displaced from the centre of the optical sen-
sor unit path 65) in the media feed direction (X-axis) rel-
ative to the optical sensor unit path 65 may be given as
an absolute distance by:

Oy, = (swath height/2) - d,

[0066] where a positive value offset indicates that the
offset is in the positive media direction (X-axis) and a
negative value offset indicates that the offset in the neg-
ative media direction (X-axis).

[0067] The skilled reader will appreciate that the rel-
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ative offset of the alignment pattern may also be calcu-
lated, in the same manner as described above, using
the distance "d3", shown in the figure, which separates
the points at which the optical sensor unit path 65 cross-
es the second and third lines 60b and 60c.

[0068] Due to the 45 degree relationship between the
lines 60b and 60c, the separation "d;" is also equal to
the distance "d," (also shown in Figure 9d) between the
point at which the optical sensor unit path 65 crosses
the line 60c and furthest point of the line 60c in the di-
rection of the positive media feed direction (X-axis) as
shown in the figure.

[0069] Thus, using the same method described above
using the measurement "d,", the offset of the alignment
pattern 61 in the media feed direction (X-axis) relative
to the optical sensor unit path 65 may also be given as
an absolute distance by:

Oy, = dj - (swath height/2)

where similarly a positive value offset indicates
that the offset is in the positive media feed direction (X-
axis) and a negative value offset indicates that the offset
in the negative media feed direction (X-axis).
[0070] The skilled reader will appreciate that the offset
in the media feed direction (X-axis) for each alignment
pattern may be measured using either or both of the val-
ues "d4" and "d3". By using both values a check may be
introduced into the procedure, in that if the calculated
offsets are not equal using both measurements, then it
may be concluded that an error has occurred and that
the routine should be performed again.
[0071] The offsets O, O,, and Oy in the media feed
direction (X-axis) are then calculated in the same man-
ner for the cyan, magenta and yellow patterns 62-64,
respectively.
[0072] Once this has been done, the relative offsets
in the media feed direction (X-axis) each of the print-
heads relative to one another are calculated. In the
present embodiment, this is achieved in the following
manner. The offset of each printhead O,, O;, O, and
O, is subtracted from the offset Oy, of the black ink print-
head 38. Thus;

Relative offset black = Oy, - O, =0

Relative offset cyan = O, - O,

Relative offset magenta = O, - O,

Relative offset yellow = O, - O,

[0073] Thus, the relative offsets for the cyan, magenta
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and yellow patterns are determined relative to the black
pattern, which is deemed to have a zero relative offset.
Once the relative offsets in the media feed direction
have been determined for each printhead, this informa-
tion is used by the printer control unit in order to correct
for any misalignment that there might be between the
printheads in the media feed direction. If there is a mis-
alignment, the print output of the different printheads are
then aligned in the media feed direction in the same
manner as described above with respect to the prior sys-
tems; i.e. by excluding from use nozzles in each print-
head that extend in the media feed direction beyond the
nozzles of the other printheads and by resetting the "log-
ical zero" in terms of the nozzles' numbering.

[0074] Thisis schematically illustrated in Figure 8b, in
which the minimum value O,,,;, and the maximum value
Onmay Of the calculated relative offsets are marked rela-
tive to the logical zero nozzle Z,, of the black printhead
38. By "logical zero ", it is meant the nozzle of the black
printhead in the most advanced point in the X axis (pos-
itive direction as shown in the figure), which is refer-
enced by the number 0 in printing commands sent to the
printhead). The values O, and O, define between
them a band "A" across which not all of the printheads
38, 40, 42 and 44 have nozzles, as a result of their rel-
ative offsets in the X-axis. The nozzles in each printhead
that fall in this band are accordingly not used in printing
operations in order to ensure that the print output of each
printhead is correctly registered with that of the remain-
ing printheads in the X-axis.

[0075] As is shown in the figure, the black, cyan and
yellow printheads 38, 40 and 44 have nozzles that fall
into this band, including their original logical zero noz-
zles: Z4y,, Z4 and Z4, respectively. Thus, in the case of
each of these printheads a new logical zero nozzle is
created which lies approximately at the offset defined
by Omin- These are Zyy, Z,. and Z,,, respectively. The
remaining nozzles are then sequentially renumbered in
a manner known in the art. By contrast, the original log-
ical zero nozzle Z4, lies on the line Opy,. Thus, this noz-
Zles of the printhead 42 are not renumbered.

[0076] The same process of excluding nozzles from
use is also applied to the other end of the printheads.
This may be done by creating an exclusion band "B", of
the same width as band "A" and extending from the noz-
zle in the lowest position in the X-axis, labelled N, of
printhead 42, in the direction of the positive X-axis.
Thus, once the nozzles lying in band "B" have been ex-
cluded from use, the number of working nozzles in each
printhead is substantially the same and arranged so that
the swath position of each printhead is coincident with
the others, thus ensuring improved print registration be-
tween the printheads.

Further Embodiments

[0077] Inthe above description numerous specific de-
tails are set forth in order to provide a thorough under-
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standing of the present invention. It will be apparent
however, to one skilled in the art, that the present inven-
tion may be practiced without limitation to these specific
details. In other instances, well known methods and
structures have not been described in detail so as not
to unnecessarily obscure the present invention.

[0078] For example, the skilled reader will appreciate
thatthe presentinvention may be applied to devices oth-
erthatinkjet printer such as, for example traditional plot-
ters which utilise felt-tipped pens and the like. Similarly,
although the above embodiment was described with ref-
erence to colour printing, the skilled reader will appreci-
ate that the present invention is also applicable to mon-
ochrome printers. Furthermore, although the above em-
bodiment was described with reference to a printer in-
corporating four printheads, the skilled reader will ap-
preciate the present invention is also applicable printers
that employ two, three or more than four printheads. In-
deed, the invention may also be used to advantage with
printers having only one printhead, should the exact
placement in the direction of the media axis of the print-
ed output need to be measured or controlled.

[0079] Additionally, the skilled reader will appreciate
that the printhead alignment patterns may be varied in
a variety of ways. For example, it will be clear to the
skilled reader that the present invention may be imple-
mented using a reduced number of lines parallel to the
media axis (X-axis). For example, as is shown in Figure
10a the invention may be implemented using printhead
alignment patterns which have only one of lines 60a and
60c; in the case shown in the figure, only line 60a.
[0080] Furthermore, the skilled reader will appreciate
that assuming that the position of printed output for each
printhead is accurately known, in the direction of the
scan axis, then both of the lines 60a and 60c may be
dispensed with in the printhead alignment pattern. This
is shown in Figure 10b. In such an embodiment, the po-
sition measurement normally made by measuring the
position of the line 60a along the scan axis may be re-
placed by the recorded position along the scan axis of
a nozzle that printed a particular known point in the
alignment pattern at the time that it was printed; for ex-
ample one or other of the ends a or b of the line 60b, as
shown in Figure 10b.

[0081] Additionally, although in the above embodi-
ment each alignment pattern was printed using all of the
nozzles in the printhead, the skilled person will appreci-
ate that this need not be the case. For example, each
alignment pattern may instead by printed using just se-
lected nozzles of the printhead. For example half of the
nozzles in one column could be used, as is shown in
Figure 10c. In this example, the nozzles located about
the center of one column are used in order to allow the
patterns to be centrally located with respect to the path
of the optical sensor unit 50.

[0082] As can be seen from Figure 10c this gives rise
to smaller alignment patterns, which use less print me-
dia in the media direction and additionally used less ink.
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In such an embodiment, it is preferable that generally
corresponding nozzles are used by each printhead to
print the respective alignment patterns. In this manner,
the alignment patterns may each be arranged to overlap
the path of the optical scanner unit. Thus, the optical
scanner may determine the position of each of the align-
ment patterns in one pass of the print media, without it
being necessary to feed the print media in order to indi-
vidually position each alignment pattern in order that it
might be detected by the optical scanner.

[0083] Additionally, different alignment patterns may
be used to implement the present invention.

[0084] Forexample the angle of 45 degrees of the line
60b joining the two lines 60a and 60c parallel to the me-
dia movement direction (X-axis) may be varied to a dif-
ferentknown angle. As the skilled reader will appreciate,
in the event that it is varied, there will no longer be a
unitary relationship between the printhead offset in the
media (X-axis) direction from the measurement made in
the scan axis direction. However, the printhead offset in
the media direction may in this case be determined by
finding the measurement made in the scan axis direction
in a look up table relating measurements made in the
scan axis direction with printhead offset in the media di-
rection. Alternatively, a simple trigpnometric calculation
may be preformed in order to determine the offset in the
media movement direction (X-axis) direction from the
measurement made in carriage movement direction (Y-
axis).

[0085] A further example of a different alignment pat-
tern which may be used in conjunction with the present
invention may include a curved line or curved edge of a
graphic instead of a straight line, such as 60b of the
above embodiment, for determining the printhead offset
in the media axis. In such an embodiment, provided the
form of the curve is known, the offset of the pattern in
the media direction may be determined from the meas-
urement of the position of the pattern in scan axis. Again,
the printhead offset in the media direction may be de-
termined by finding the measurement made in the scan
axis direction in a look up table relating measurements
made in the scan axis direction with printhead offset in
the media direction.

[0086] Although all of the alignment patterns in the
embodiment described above were identical, the skilled
reader will appreciate that this need not be the case in
practice. Thus, in further embodiments of the invention,
different alignment patterns may be used for different
printheads.

[0087] Furthermore, the skilled reader will realise that
the present invention may be implemented using a de-
tector other that an optical detector in order to determine
the position of aspects of the alignment patterns. Any
suitable property of the mark which differentiates it from
the medium upon which it is located may be used in or-
der to determine its position. For example, if the sub-
stance, for example ink, which is used to make the mark
has magnetic or conductive properties that may be used
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to differentiate it from the background media, the inven-
tion may be implemented using a sensor that detects
the magnetic or conductive properties, instead of the op-
tical properties of the marks.

[0088] The skilled reader will also realise that the
scanning step to detect the position of the alignment pat-
terns need not be performed on the same pass of the
carriage over the print media as that in which the align-
ment patterns are printed. In practice this could be im-
plemented on any subsequent pass of the printer car-
riage over the print medium. However, if the scanning
step is implemented on the return pass of the printer car-
riage or in any subsequent pass in the reverse direction,
the order in which the pulses output by the optical de-
tector as it passes over each line of each alignment pat-
tern will be reversed.

[0089] Although in the above embodiment, the proc-
ess of reducing the offset in the media feed direction
between printheads relies upon excluding certain noz-
zles from use and resetting the "logical zero" in terms of
the nozzles' numbering, the skilled person will realise
that the other methods may be used to implement the
presentinvention. For example, once the relative offsets
between the various printheads have been measured,
it would be possible to correct these offsets using an
electro-mechanical system to physically move the print-
heads into alignment along the media movement axis.
This may be achieved for each printhead, for example,
by using a piezo-electric actuator to move the printhead
and a position sensor to detect the resultant change in
position of the printhead.

Claims

1. A method of determining a registration offset in a
hard copy apparatus, comprising the steps of:

marking a alignment pattern on a print medium
with a first pen;

traversing the pattern in a first direction with a
sensor and measuring the position of a portion
of the pattern in the first direction; and,
determining the offset of the patternin a second
direction, the pattern being configured such
that the measured position in the first direction
is indicative of a registration offset in a second
direction.

2. A method according to claim 1, wherein the step of
determining the pattern offset further comprises the
step of referring to a look up table relating values of
the measured position to offset distances or of car-
rying out a mathematical function on the measured
position value to determine the pattern offset.

3. A method according to claim 1 or claim 2, wherein
the pen and the sensor are each supported by a
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print carriage arranged traverse the medium in pos-
itive and negative directions along a scan axis, the
scan axis being substantially parallel to the first di-
rection.

A method according to claim 3, wherein the marking
and measuring steps are implemented during a
movement of the carriage in single direction along
the scan axis.

A method according to claim 4, wherein the print
medium is maintained stationary relative to the ap-
paratus between the steps of marking and measur-
ing the position of a portion of the pattern in the first
direction.

A method according to any preceding claim, where-
in the pattern comprises a plurality of points ar-
ranged to form afirstline, the line lying at an oblique
angle relative to the first direction.

A method according to claim 6, wherein the pattern
further comprises a further plurality of points ar-
ranged to form a second line, the second line being
orientated at an angle substantially perpendicular
to the first direction and substantially separated
from the first line in the first direction.

A method according to claim 7, wherein the step of
measuring the position of a portion of the pattern
comprises the step of measuring the distance along
a path followed by the sensor between the points at
which the first and the second lines are subtended
by the sensor path.

A method according to any preceding claim, where-
in the apparatus further comprises one or more fur-
ther pens, wherein the method further comprises in
respect of at least one of the one or more further
pens the steps of:

marking a alignment pattern on a print medium
with a pen;

traversing the pattern in a first direction with a
sensor and measuring the position of a portion
of the pattern in the first direction; and,
determining the offset of the patternin a second
direction, the pattern being configured such
that the measured position in the first direction
is indicative

A method according to claim 9, further comprising
the step of comparing the offset of the first pen and
the offset a further pen.

A method according to claim 10, further comprising
the step of adjusting the print output position of ei-
ther the first or the further pen in order to reduce the
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12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

20
offset difference between the pens.

A method according to any preceding claim, where-
in said hard copy apparatus is an ink jet apparatus,
and the first and/or the one or more further pens
comprise a plurality of ink ejection nozzles.

A method according to claim 12, wherein the step
of adjusting the print output position of at least one
of the pens comprises the step of adjusting the po-
sition of one of the pens in the printer carriage or
the step of excluding selected nozzles of the print-
head from use.

A method of determining a misalignment in a printer
device, the device comprising a pen arranged to
mark a print medium and a sensor arranged to de-
tect marks on the medium along a sensor path, the
method comprising the steps of:

marking a alignment pattern on the medium,
the pattern being at least partially located along
the sensor path and being configured such that
the position along the sensor path at which a
predetermined portion of the pattern is located
is indicative of a distance by which the pattern
is offset from the sensor path in a direction sub-
stantially perpendicular to the sensor path; and,
detecting the position along the sensor path of
the predetermined portion.

A hard copy apparatus arranged to implement the
method of any preceding claim.

A hard copy device comprising a pen arranged to
mark a print medium, the device further comprising
an optical sensor arranged to move relative to the
print medium along a sensor path and to detect
marks thereon, the pen being arranged to print a
alignment pattern on the print media intersecting
the sensor path, the pattern being arranged to in-
tersect the sensor axis at a point corresponding to
the offset of the printhead in the direction substan-
tially perpendicular to the sensor axis, the sensor
being arranged to determine the position of the
alignment pattern along the scan axis.

A computer program comprising program code
means for performing the method steps of any one
of claims 1 to 16 when the program is run on a com-
puter and/or other processing means associated
with suitable hard copy apparatus.
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