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METHOD AND APPARATUS FOR
CLOCKLESS ANALOG-TO-DIGITAL
CONVERSION AND PEAK DETECTION

This invention was made with support from the U.S.
Government under Contract No. DE-AC0298CH10886 by
the U.S. Department of Energy. The U.S. Government has
certain rights in the invention.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

1. Field of the Invention

The present invention relates to analog-to-digital conver-
sion, and more particularly to performing analog-to-digital
conversion without requiring a clock signal.

2. Description of the Prior Art

The front-end portion of a radiation detection system, as
shown in FIG. 1, typically includes a sensor 12 (e.g. pixel),
which provides the conversion of the ionizing radiation into
a charge Q, a charge amplifier 14, which provides conver-
sion of the charge Q into a voltage V, and a filter or shaping
amplifier 16, which shapes the signal into a pulse P shown
in FIG. 2 with an amplitude proportional to the charge Q.
The sensor 12 has pixel capacitance C,,, the charge amplifier
14 has input capacitance C, and feedback capacitance C, and
the filter 16 has a shaped pulse peaking time Tp.

Due to its proportionality to the input charge Q, the peak
amplitude of the shaped pulse P is the quantity of interest
and it is subject to further signal processing. In all cases, the
peak amplitude is converted (quantized) into one of m
discrete levels. In some applications, a counter is associated
with each of the m levels, and the counter is incremented if
the amplitude of an event falls within that level. In other
applications, an encoded digital word (typically an n-bit
word where m=2") is associated with each of the m levels,
and for each event a corresponding digital word is stored.
Depending on the application, the number m of discrete
levels can vary from the simplest case of 1, where if the
amplitude is below threshold, the bit is 0, and if the
amplitude is above threshold, the bit is 1, to a number that
can be as high as 20 or more for very high resolution
measurements.

The need for high spatial resolution and high rate capa-
bility requires the development of radiation detection sys-
tems in which the front-end and processing electronics per
channel is highly integrated. Application Specific Integrated
Circuits (ASICs) that integrate an increasing amount of
front-end and processing electronics are needed in order to
satisfy these requirements. The integration of efficient cir-
cuits for the processing of the shaped pulses represents a
challenge, especially when the number m of discrete levels
exceeds a few units.

Previous attempts to solve this problem of processing the
shaped pulses include: (a) multiple windows discrimination,
(b) analog peak detection followed by peak digitization, and
(c) shaped pulse digitization with digital peak detection.
These concepts, their disadvantages, and their shortcomings
are discussed below.

Multiple-Windows Discrimination

When the number of discrete levels m is limited to a few
units, the multiple-windows discrimination approach is typi-
cally adopted, as shown in FIG. 3. This approach uses m-1
discriminators 18 (each referenced to a defined threshold
level) and additional logic 20 in order to select the appro-
priate window in correspondence to the event. Some appli-
cations may require the use of only two windows realized by
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2

a single threshold level, thus simply identifying the occur-
rence of the event. Other applications may need more
windows in order to provide the required amplitude dis-
crimination.

The main disadvantage of this approach appears when the
number of windows exceeds a few units. The power dissi-
pated by each discriminator 18, depending on the required
speed and accuracy, ranges typically around several tens of
uW or more. Since the power dissipated by the whole
front-end channel must frequently be contained within a few
hundreds of uW or less, only a very limited number of
discriminators 18, and consequently discrete levels, can be
implemented in a single channel.

Analog Peak Detection Followed by Peak Digitization

As the number of discrete levels m increases above a few
units, the multiple-windows discrimination approach
becomes impractical and the analog peak detection with
peak digitization method shown in FIG. 4 is typically
adopted. This approach uses a peak detection circuit 22
followed by an n-bit analog-to-digital converter (ADC) 24,
thus providing m=2" windows. The accuracy required from
the peak detection circuit 22 to the ADC 24 (i.e. number n
of bits) depends on the application.

The primary disadvantage of this approach is the amount
of power required by the peak detection and the on-chip
analog-to-digital conversion per channel. The peak detection
circuit 22 may dissipate only a few hundreds of pWs. But the
typical power dissipation of the ADC 24 can be very high,
depending on the required speed (samples per second, S/s)
and resolution (i.e. number n of bits). There are a very large
number of ADC architectures available, but only very few
configurations may actually satisty the stringent power
requirements of any particular application. Some mixed
solutions make use of multiplexers and arbitration logic to
share one ADC among several channels to save power, but
this saving is at the expense of substantially greater com-
plexity.

Another disadvantage of this approach is the need for an
external or internally generated clock signal, which is
required by the ADC 24 in order to provide the conversion.
The clock signal can easily interfere with the low-noise
analog front-end circuitry with consequent degradation of
the resolution. The clock frequency depends on the speed of
the ADC 24, and the number of clock cycles per conversion
can be as high as n for a low-power ADC.

One last disadvantage is represented by the total amount
of time required for detecting and converting the peak,
which is equal to the sum of the peak detection time plus the
conversion time. Depending on the speed of the ADC and
the rate of the application, this time can become long enough
to cause loss of data.

Shaped Pulse Digitization with Digital Peak Detection

The shaped pulse digitization with digital peak detection
approach shown in FIG. 5 uses a fast n-bit ADC 26 to
convert the shaped pulse before a digital peak detection
circuit 28. The peak is digitally extracted by the peak
detection circuit 28 using a Digital Signal Processor (DSP).
The accuracy and speed required from the ADC depend on
the application.

The main disadvantage of this approach is the power
required to provide fast on-chip analog-to-digital conversion
per channel. The power dissipation of the fast ADC 26 can
be very high (and will likely exceed that of the analog peak
detection followed by peak digitization approach described
above) depending on the required speed and resolution. In
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addition, the disadvantage of requiring an external or inter-
nally generated clock applies in this method.

Thus, there is need in radiation detection systems for peak
detection and analog-to-digital conversion of the shaped
analog pulse, which represents an ionizing event, which
minimizes power requirements and does not require a clock
signal.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

The present invention, which addresses the needs of the
prior art, relates to an analog-to-digital converter including
at least a first stage. The first stage includes a first switch, a
second switch, a first current source, and a first discrimina-
tor. The first terminal of the first switch is coupled to an input
signal, and the first terminal of the second switch is coupled
to the second terminal of the first switch. The first current
source is coupled to the second terminal of the first switch,
and at least a portion of a first threshold is determined by the
first current source. The first discriminator is coupled to the
second terminal of the second switch. The second switch is
closed and the first switch is closed. The first discriminator
changes state and the second switch is opened in response to
a current associated with the input signal exceeding the first
threshold, thereby indicating whether the current associated
with the input signal is greater than the first threshold.

The first switch and/or the second switch may be respon-
sive to the control circuit, and the input signal may have a
positive and/or negative polarity. The first discriminator may
include at least one of an inverter, non-inverter, Schmitt
trigger, and gate. The input signal includes a peak, and the
converter includes a peak detect mode, in which a state of
the second switch is retained in response to a decrease in the
current associated with the input signal following the peak.
The state of the first switch may represent at least a portion
of a value of the peak.

The converter may include a second stage, which includes
a third switch, a fourth switch, a second current source, and
a second discriminator. The first terminal of the third switch
is coupled to the input signal, and the first terminal of the
fourth switch is coupled to the second terminal of the third
switch. The second current source is coupled to the second
terminal of the third switch, and at least a portion of a second
threshold is determined by the second current source. The
second discriminator is coupled to the second terminal of the
fourth switch. The fourth switch is closed. The third switch
is closed in response to the current associated with the input
signal exceeding the first threshold. The second discrimina-
tor changes state and the fourth switch is opened in response
to the current associated with the input signal exceeding the
second threshold, thereby indicating whether the current
associated with the input signal is greater than the second
threshold. The input signal includes a peak, and the con-
verter may include a peak detect mode, in which a state of
the fourth switch is retained in response to a decrease in the
current associated with the input signal following the peak.
The state of the third switch may represent at least a portion
of a value of the peak.

The present invention further relates to an analog-to-
digital converter including at least one stage, which includes
a first switch, a second switch, a first capacitor, and a first
discriminator. The first terminal of the first switch is coupled
to an input signal, and the first terminal of the second switch
is coupled to the second terminal of the first switch. The first
capacitor is coupled in parallel across the first and second
terminals of the second switch, and at least a portion of a first
threshold is determined by the first capacitor. The first
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discriminator is coupled to the first terminal of the second
switch. The first switch is closed and the second switch is
open. The first discriminator changes state in response to a
charge associated with the input signal exceeding the first
threshold, thereby indicating whether the charge associated
with the input signal is greater than the first threshold.

The converter may include a charge detect mode, in which
the charge of the first capacitor is retained in response to a
decrease in the charge associated with the input signal. The
state of the first switch may represent at least a portion of a
value of the input charge.

The converter may include a second stage, which includes
a third switch, a fourth switch, a second capacitor, and a
second discriminator. The first terminal of the third switch is
coupled to the input signal, and the first terminal of the
fourth switch is coupled to the second terminal of the third
switch. The second capacitor is coupled in parallel across the
first and second terminals of the fourth switch, and at least
a portion of a second threshold is determined by the second
capacitor. The second discriminator is coupled to the first
terminal of the second switch. The third switch is closed and
the fourth switch is opened in response to the charge
associated with the input signal exceeding the first threshold.
The second discriminator changes state in response to the
charge associated with the input signal exceeding the second
threshold, thereby indicating whether the charge associated
with the input signal is greater than the second threshold.

A resistor may be coupled in series with the input signal.
The converter may include a charge detect mode, in which
the charge of the second capacitor is retained in response to
a decrease in the charge associated with the input signal. The
state of the third switch may represent at least a portion of
a value of the input charge.

The present invention yet further relates to a method of
analog-to-digital conversion, which includes coupling a first
terminal of a first switch to an input signal, coupling a first
terminal of a second switch to a second terminal of the first
switch, wherein the second switch is closed. The method
further includes coupling a first current source to the second
terminal of the first switch, coupling a first discriminator to
a second terminal of the second switch, closing the first
switch, and opening the second switch and the discriminator
changing state in response to a current associated with the
input signal exceeding the first threshold, thereby indicating
whether the current associated with the input signal is
greater than the first threshold.

The input signal includes a peak, and the converter may
include a peak detect mode including retaining a state of the
second switch in response to a decrease in the current
associated with the input signal following the peak. The state
of the first switch may represent at least a portion of a value
of the peak. The method may also include coupling a first
terminal of a third switch to an input signal, coupling a first
terminal of a fourth switch to a second terminal of the third
switch. The fourth switch is closed. The method may also
include coupling a second current source to a second ter-
minal of the third switch, coupling a second discriminator to
a second terminal of the fourth switch, closing the third
switch in response to the current associated with the input
signal exceeding the first threshold, and opening the fourth
switch and the second discriminator changing state in
response to the current associated with the input signal
exceeding the second threshold, thereby indicating whether
the current associated with the input signal is greater than the
second threshold.

The input signal includes a peak, and the converter may
include a peak detect mode including retaining a state of the
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fourth switch in response to a decrease in the current
associated with the input signal following the peak. The state
of the third switch may represent at least a portion of a value
of the peak.

The present invention yet further relates to a method of
analog-to-digital conversion, which includes coupling a first
terminal of a first switch to an input signal, coupling a first
terminal of a second switch to a second terminal of the first
switch, coupling a first capacitor in parallel across the first
and second terminals of the second switch, coupling a first
discriminator to the first terminal of the second switch, and
closing the first switch and opening the second switch. The
first discriminator changes state in response to a charge
associated with the input signal exceeding the first threshold,
thereby indicating whether the charge associated with the
input signal is greater than the first threshold.

The converter may include a charge detect mode includ-
ing retaining the charge of the first capacitor in response to
a decrease in the charge associated with the input signal. The
state of the first switch may represent at least a portion of a
value of the input charge. The method may also include
coupling a first terminal of a third switch operatively to the
input signal, coupling a first terminal of a fourth switch
operatively to a second terminal of the third switch, coupling
a second capacitor operatively in parallel across the first and
second terminals of the fourth switch, coupling a second
discriminator operatively to the first terminal of the second
switch, and closing the third switch and opening the fourth
switch in response to the first discriminator changing state.
The second discriminator changes state in response to a
charge associated with the input signal exceeding the second
threshold, thereby indicating whether the charge associated
with the input signal is greater than the second threshold.
The method may include coupling a resistor in series with
the input signal. The converter may include a charge detect
mode including retaining the charge of the second capacitor
in response to a decrease in the charge associated with the
input signal. The state of the third switch may represent at
least a portion of a value of the input charge.

As a result, the present invention provides peak detection
and analog-to-digital conversion of shaped analog pulses
caused by an ionizing event in a radiation detection system
without requiring a clock signal and using very little power.
In addition, since analog-to-digital conversion occurs during
a rising edge of the shaped pulse and conversion is complete
when the peak occurs, the present invention advantageously
minimizes the processing time of the shaped pulse and, as a
consequence, the loss of data. These and other objects,
features, and advantages of this invention will become
apparent from the following detailed description of illustra-
tive embodiments thereof, which is to be read in connection
with the accompanying drawings.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG. 1 is a block diagram of a front-end portion of a
radiation detection system.

FIG. 2 is a graph of amplitude versus time for a shaped
pulse output by the front-end portion shown in FIG. 1.

FIG. 3 is a block diagram of a multiple windows dis-
crimination method for processing the shaped pulse

FIG. 4 is a block diagram of an analog peak detection
followed by peak digitization method for processing the
shaped pulse

FIG. 5 is a block diagram of a shaped pulse digitization
with digital peak detection method for processing the shaped
pulse
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6

FIG. 6 is a schematic diagram of a clockless analog-to-
digital converter and peak detector circuit formed in accor-
dance with the present invention for processing current
pulses.

FIG. 7 is a schematic diagram of a second embodiment of
the clockless analog-to-digital converter and peak detector
circuit shown in FIG. 6 for processing charge pulses.

FIG. 8 is a CMOS integrated circuit realization of the
circuit shown in FIG. 6.

FIG. 9 is a cell of the CMOS integrated circuit realization
shown in FIG. 8.

FIG. 10 is a SPICE simulation result of a peak detection
and conversion of a shaped pulse for the cell shown in FIG.
9.

FIG. 11 shows the simulation values including input
charge, analog pulse voltage, and corresponding analog-to-
digital converter counts for the simulation results shown in
FIG. 10.

FIG. 12 is a schematic diagram of a voltage-to-current
conversion circuit.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE
PREFERRED EMBODIMENTS

A clockless analog-to-digital converter and peak detector
circuit 30 formed in accordance with the present invention
and shown in the schematic diagram of FIG. 6 provides peak
detection and analog-to-digital conversion of a shaped pulse,
which represents an ionizing event, from a front-end portion
of a radiation detection system. The circuit 30 exhibits low
power dissipation, requires little power, and does not need a
clock signal. The circuit 30 is preferably operated in current-
mode, which means that it operates on the basis of current
rather than voltage. If the shaped pulse is a voltage signal,
a voltage-to-current converter is preferably used to convert
the signal before processing by this circuit. A representative
voltage-to current conversion circuit 33 is shown in FIG. 12,
in which the voltage signal is applied at terminal A and the
current signal is obtained from terminal B. The circuit 33
preferably includes four (4) transistors Mrl, Mr2, M1, M2,
a resistor R1, and an amplifier 35 with negative gain -A.

In FIG. 6, the shaped pulse is represented by a current
signal generator 32 providing a current I. The circuit pref-
erably includes m cells, where m is the number of desired
discrete levels. Each jth cell (where j=1 to m) preferably
implements two switches s,; and s,, a discriminator dsc;
(which may be implemented as a logic gate with negligible
static dissipation, an inverter, a non-inverter, a Schmitt
trigger, a gate with or without hysteresis, and the like) and
a current source i,. In the case where the discrete levels must
be equally spaced, all current sources i, must be matched.

In a first stage of the circuit 30 shown in FIG. 6, a first
terminal of switch s,; is connected to the current signal
generator 32, and a second terminal of switch s, is con-
nected to current source i,, at which point voltage v, is
defined at the second terminal of switch s, ;. A first terminal
of switch s, is connected to the second terminal of switch
s,1, and a second terminal of switch s, is connected to an
input terminal of discriminator dsc,. An output terminal of
discriminator dsc, is used to control switch s,; and switch
s, in a second stage of the circuit 30, which includes
substantially similar components and connections as that
described in connection with the first stage.

Initially, all s, switches are open and all s, switches are
closed. All voltages v, are equal to OV. The processing of the
pulse preferably starts with the switch s,; being closed. As
the current [ increases following the rising edge of the pulse,
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it is continuously compared to the unit current i, of the first
cell. As long as the current I is less than the current i,, the
voltage v, remains at OV. If the current I becomes greater
than the unit current i,, then the voltage v,, which is equal
to the voltage V, increases from OV until the discriminator
dsc, changes state. At that time, the switch s,; is opened and
the switch s, is closed, adding one unit of current i,. The
voltage v, rapidly increases towards the voltage V. The
current I is now compared to the sum of i, and i, and,
depending on the result, V will decrease to OV or will
increase forcing the next discriminator dsc, to change state.
A new unit current i; will be added for the current compari-
son, and so on.

The enabling of further units of current will proceed as the
rising edge of the current pulse is tracked. Once the pulse
reaches its peak, the current [ will start decreasing following
the falling edge of the pulse. Since the switches s,; of the
enabled cells are now open, the corresponding unit currents
cannot be disabled and the quantized peak current is pre-
served and converted into the discrete level that corresponds
to the last enabled unit current. The voltage V decreases due
to the comparison between the quantized peak current and
the input current . This decrease can be used an indicator of
peak detection and the end of conversion. The result of the
peak detection and conversion can be used to increment
on-chip counters or can be suitably encoded into a digital
word of n-bits where m=2" as, for example shown in FIG. 8.
Depending on the speed of the input pulse, each current
source i, preferably operates at a current that can range from
few tens of nA to few pA. The power dissipated by the
circuit 30 equals the unit current times the number of
discrete levels m and it can be easily contained within a few
tens of uW even for a large number of levels.

The circuit 30 described above operates with currents in
a peak-detect mode or tracking mode. Accordingly, circuit
30 provides information concerning the peak of the input
current pulse.

Compared to prior attempts to solve the problems of
conventional circuits, the present invention has the advan-
tage of providing, at the same time, peak detection and
analog-to-digital conversion at very low power and without
the need of a clock signal. In addition, the conversion is
already available at the time the peak occurs, thus minimiz-
ing the processing time and, consequently, the loss of data.

An additional function that disables the control of the
switches s,; can be implemented. In this case, the switches
s, will be progressively enabled or disabled depending on
the shape of the current signal I. The resulting circuit
provides continuous tracking and quantization of the current
signal 1. This function can be used, for example, in appli-
cations where the periodic quantization of the waveform is
needed.

A schematic diagram of a second embodiment of a circuit
32 formed in accordance with the present invention is shown
in FIG. 7. In this circuit 32, the units of current are replaced
by units of capacitance and the charge Q is directly con-
verted into a digital word. There is no need for peak
detection in the circuit 32. The circuit 32 includes m cells,
where m is the number of desired discrete levels. Each j cell
(where j=1 to m) includes two switches s,; and s,,, a logic
discriminator dsc,, and a capacitor C,. If each of the discrete
levels are to be equally spaced, all capacitors C, must be
matched.

The charge Q in FIG. 7 is preferably applied to a first
terminal of a resistor R and a second terminal of the resistor
R is connected to a first terminal of the switch s, in a first
stage of the circuit 32. The second terminal of switch s, is
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connected to a first terminal of switch s,,, at which point a
voltage v, is defined. A second terminal of switch s, is
preferable connected to ground, and a capacitor C, is pref-
erably in parallel across the first and second terminals of
switch s,,. The first terminal of switch s, is also connected
to an input terminal of discriminator dsc,. An output termi-
nal of discriminator dsc, is used to control switches s, and
S, in a second stage of the circuit 32. The second stage
preferably includes substantially similar components and
connections to that described in connection with the first
stage.

All s, switches are initially open and all s,; switches are
initially closed (the capacitors are discharged). All voltages
v, are equal to OV. The processing of the pulse preferably
starts with the switch S,; closed and the switch S,, open.
When the charge Q is released, the voltage v, which is equal
to the voltage V, increases with a time constant set by a
resistor R. If the voltage v,=Q/C, is increases until the
discriminator dsc1 changes state, the switch s, is closed and
the switch s,, is open, adding one unit of capacitance C,.
The voltage v, then rapidly increases towards the voltage V.
As in the prior circuit 30, new units of capacitance C; are
progressively added until the voltage V=Q/C,, , where C,,,,
is the sum of enabled capacitors, is unable to trigger the next
discriminator. The charge Q is now distributed among an
appropriate number of capacitors C, that is proportional to
the quantity of charge Q present. The result of the conver-
sion can be used to increment on-chip counters or can be
suitably encoded into a digital word of n-bits where m=2" as,
for example, shown in FIG. 8.

Thus, the circuit 32 described above operates with charges
in a charge-detect mode. Accordingly, circuit 32 provides
information concerning the total injected charge that is
distributed among a number of capacitors, which yields the
digital word.

In both versions of the circuit 30, 32, encoding can be
performed, for example, by accessing the unit cells in a
suitable combination of rows (rw) and columns (cl), as
shown in the CMOS integrated circuit of FIG. 8. An encod-
ing enable signal 34 enables operation of the circuit 36.
When an RW input of any cell 38 is low, the cell 38 controls
the associated column line through its CL output. When the
CL output of a cell 38 is high, it indicates that the current
source of that cell 38 was added during the processing of the
pulse (i.e., the cell is in an on state).

The encoding process is preferably enabled through the
encoding enable signal 34 (active low) during tracking or, in
order to minimize the digital activity, after the peak is found.
When encoding is disabled, all RW inputs are preferably low
and the associated column CL outputs are preferably float-
ing. When encoding is enabled, the logic prevents a row
from releasing the CL outputs unless all cells from the
previous row are on (i.e. unless the last cell of the previous
row is on). Nand2 gates 39 serve this purpose. A row is also
prevented from releasing the CL outputs if its last cell is in
the on state (i.e. if the whole row is on). Nor2 gates 41 serve
this purpose. In this way, only a row at a time, the one which
is partially on, can release the output through the CL outputs.
The logic including nand3 43 and nand4 45 gates preferably
provides the appropriate encoding. The resulting digital
word is A0, A1, A2, A3, A4, A5, where A5 is the most
significant bit (MSB).

FIG. 9 shows a CMOS integrated circuit realization of an
individual jth cell 38 of the circuit shown in FIG. 8. This
realization operates with currents having a polarity opposite
to that shown in FIG. 6, which indicates that the circuits in
accordance with the present invention may be adapted to
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perform analog-to-digital conversion and peak detection of
input signals having positive or negative polarity. In the cell
38, the logic circuitry for switching between peak detect
mode and tracking mode is also implemented.

An SB switch 47, which includes transistors MSBn and
MSBp, corresponds to switch s,; in FIG. 6. The SA switch
49, which includes transistors MSAn and MSAp, corre-
sponds to s, in FIG. 6. A current source 51, which includes
transistors MC1 and MC2, corresponds to the current source
i;,, in FIG. 6. The Schmitt trigger SCH corresponds to dsc;
in FIG. 6. The decoder access switch 53 (MDEC) allows
access to the cell 38 for decoding as shown in FIG. 8, which
includes an rw (row) input and a cl (column) output.
Tracking and peak detect mode circuitry 55 preferably
allows switching operation between peak detect and track-
ing.

Each IF input 57 is preferably connected to an OF output
59 from the following cell. When the PD input 61 is high,
an inverter, which includes transistors MP2 and MN2, is
enabled independently of the IF input 57, and the circuit
operates in peak detect mode, where the loop from the
output of the Schmitt trigger SCH to the SB switch 47 is
always active. When the PD input 61 is low, the SB switch
47 is kept closed only if the next cell is in the on state (IF
input is high). As soon as the following cell enters an off
state (IF input is low), the SB switch 47 is closed, which
enables the cell 38 to switch to the off state if the current
signal I decreases, and the circuit operates in tracking mode.

FIG. 10 shows a SPICE simulation result of a peak
detection and conversion of a shaped pulse for the cell 38
shown in FIG. 9, in which each current source has a current
value of 1 pA. The waveform 40, which represents the
current signal I, has a peak value of about 43 pA. The
waveform 42, which represents the voltage signal V in FIG.
6, shows the individual comparison results. The waveform
44 is the output digital word with a value of 43 that
corresponds to the peak value 43 pA of the shaped pulse.
FIG. 11 shows the simulation values including input charge,
analog pulse voltage, and corresponding ADC counts.

From the foregoing discussion, it will be appreciated by
those skilled in the art that the present invention provides
peak detection and analog-to-digital conversion of shaped
analog pulses caused by an ionizing event in a radiation
detection system without requiring a clock signal and using
very little power. In addition, since analog-to-digital con-
version occurs during a rising edge of the shaped pulse and
conversion is complete when the peak occurs, the present
invention advantageously minimizes the processing time of
the shaped pulse and, as a consequence, the loss of data.

Although illustrative embodiments of the present inven-
tion have been described herein with reference to the accom-
panying drawing, it is to be understood that the invention is
not limited to those precise embodiments, and that various
other changes and modifications may be effected therein by
one skilled in the art without departing from the scope or
spirit of the invention.

The invention claimed is:

1. An analog-to-digital converter comprising at least one

stage, a first stage comprising:

a first switch comprising a first terminal and a second
terminal, the first terminal of the first switch being
operatively coupled to an input signal;

a second switch comprising a first terminal and a second
terminal, the first terminal of the second switch being
operatively coupled to the second terminal of the first
switch;
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a first current source operatively coupled to the second
terminal of the first switch, at least a portion of a first
threshold being determined by the first current source;
and

a first discriminator operatively coupled to the second
terminal of the second switch, the second switch being
closed and the first switch being closed, the first dis-
criminator changing state and the second switch being
opened in response to a current associated with the
input signal exceeding the first threshold, thereby indi-
cating whether the current associated with the input
signal is greater than the first threshold.

2. An analog-to-digital converter defined by claim 1,
further comprising a control circuit, at least one of the first
switch and the second switch being responsive to the control
circuit.

3. An analog-to-digital converter defined by claim 1,
wherein the input signal comprises at least one of positive
polarity and negative polarity.

4. An analog-to-digital converter defined by claim 1,
wherein the first discriminator comprises at least one of an
inverter, non-inverter, Schmitt trigger, and gate.

5. An analog-to-digital converter defined by claim 1,
wherein at least one of the first switch, second switch, and
first current source comprises a transistor.

6. An analog-to-digital converter defined by claim 1,
wherein the input signal comprises a peak, the converter
comprising a peak detect mode in which a state of the second
switch is retained in response to a decrease in the current
associated with the input signal following the peak, the state
of the first switch representing at least a portion of a value
of the peak.

7. An analog-to-digital converter defined by claim 1,
further comprising a second stage, the second stage com-
prising:

a third switch comprising a first terminal and a second
terminal, the first terminal of the third switch being
operatively coupled to the input signal;

a fourth switch comprising a first terminal and a second
terminal, the first terminal of the fourth switch being
operatively coupled to the second terminal of the third
switch;

a second current source operatively coupled to the second
terminal of the third switch, at least a portion of a
second threshold being determined by the second cur-
rent source; and

a second discriminator operatively coupled to the second
terminal of the fourth switch, the fourth switch being
closed, the third switch being closed in response to the
current associated with the input signal exceeding the
first threshold, the second discriminator changing state
and the fourth switch being opened in response to the
current associated with the input signal exceeding the
second threshold, thereby indicating whether the cur-
rent associated with the input signal is greater than the
second threshold.

8. An analog-to-digital converter defined by claim 7,
further comprising a control circuit, at least one of the third
switch and the fourth switch being responsive to the control
circuit.

9. An analog-to-digital converter defined by claim 7,
wherein the second discriminator comprises at least one of
an inverter, non-inverter, Schmitt trigger, and gate.

10. An analog-to-digital converter defined by claim 7,
wherein at least one of the third switch, fourth switch, and
second current source comprises a transistor.
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11. An analog-to-digital converter defined by claim 7,
wherein the input signal comprises a peak, the converter
comprising a peak detect mode in which a state of the fourth
switch is retained in response to a decrease in the current
associated with the input signal following the peak, the state
of the third switch representing at least a portion of a value
of the peak.

12. An analog-to-digital converter comprising at least one
stage, a first stage comprising:

a first switch comprising a first terminal and a second
terminal, the first terminal of the first switch being
operatively coupled to an input signal;

a second switch comprising a first terminal and a second
terminal, the first terminal of the second switch being
operatively coupled to the second terminal of the first
switch;

a first capacitor operatively coupled in parallel across the
first and second terminals of the second switch, at least
a portion of a first threshold being determined by the
first capacitor; and

a first discriminator operatively coupled to the first ter-
minal of the second switch, the first switch being closed
and the second switch being open, the first discrimina-
tor changing state in response to a charge associated
with the input signal exceeding the first threshold,
thereby indicating whether the charge associated with
the input signal is greater than the first threshold.

13. An analog-to-digital converter defined by claim 12,
further comprising a control circuit, at least one of the first
switch and the second switch being responsive to the control
circuit.

14. An analog-to-digital converter defined by claim 12,
wherein the input signal comprises at least one of positive
polarity and negative polarity.

15. An analog-to-digital converter defined by claim 12
wherein the first discriminator comprises at least one of an
inverter, non-inverter, Schmitt trigger, and gate.

16. An analog-to-digital converter defined by claim 12,
wherein at least one of the first switch and the second switch
comprises a transistor.

17. An analog-to-digital converter defined by claim 12,
wherein the input signal comprises a peak, the converter
comprising a charge detect mode in which the charge of the
first capacitor is retained in response to a decrease in the
charge associated with the input signal, a state of the first
switch representing at least a portion of a value of the input
charge.

18. An analog-to-digital converter defined by claim 12,
further comprising a second stage, the second stage com-
prising:

a third switch comprising a first terminal and a second
terminal, the first terminal of the third switch being
operatively coupled to the input signal;

a fourth switch comprising a first terminal and a second
terminal, the first terminal of the fourth switch being
operatively coupled to the second terminal of the third
switch;

a second capacitor operatively coupled in parallel across
the first and second terminals of the fourth switch, at
least a portion of a second threshold being determined
by the second capacitor; and

a second discriminator operatively coupled to the first
terminal of the second switch, the third switch being
closed and the fourth switch being opened in response
to the charge associated with the input signal exceeding
the first threshold, the second discriminator changing
state in response to the charge associated with the input
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signal exceeding the second threshold, thereby indicat-
ing whether the charge associated with the input signal
is greater than the second threshold.

19. An analog-to-digital converter defined by claim 18,
further comprising a control circuit, at least one of the third
switch and the fourth switch being responsive to the control
circuit.

20. An analog-to-digital converter defined by claim 18,
wherein the second discriminator comprises at least one of
an inverter, non-inverter, Schmitt trigger, and gate.

21. An analog-to-digital converter defined by claim 18,
wherein at least one of the third switch and the fourth switch
comprises a transistor.

22. An analog-to-digital converter defined by claim 12,
further comprising a resistor operatively coupled in series
with the input signal.

23. An analog-to-digital converter defined by claim 18,
wherein the input signal comprises a peak, the converter
comprising a charge detect mode in which the charge of the
second capacitor is retained in response to a decrease in the
charge associated with the input signal, a state of the third
switch representing at least a portion of a value of the input
charge.

24. A method of analog-to-digital conversion comprising:

coupling a first terminal of a first switch operatively to an

input signal;

coupling a first terminal of a second switch operatively to

a second terminal of the first switch, the second switch
being closed;
coupling a first current source operatively to the second
terminal of the first switch, at least a portion of a first
threshold being determined by the first current source;

coupling a first discriminator operatively to a second
terminal of the second switch;

closing the first switch; and

opening the second switch and the discriminator changing

state in response to a current associated with the input
signal exceeding the first threshold, thereby indicating
whether the current associated with the input signal is
greater than the first threshold.

25. A method of analog-to-digital conversion defined by
claim 24, wherein the input signal comprises at least one of
positive polarity and negative polarity.

26. A method of analog-to-digital conversion defined by
claim 24, wherein the input signal comprises a peak, the
converter comprising a peak detect mode comprising retain-
ing a state of the second switch in response to a decrease in
the current associated with the input signal following the
peak, the state of the first switch representing at least a
portion of a value of the peak.

27. A method of analog-to-digital conversion defined by
claim 24, further comprising:

coupling a first terminal of a third switch operatively to an

input signal;

coupling a first terminal of a fourth switch operatively to

a second terminal of the third switch, the fourth switch
being closed;

coupling a second current source operatively to a second

terminal of the third switch, at least a portion of a
second threshold being determined by the second cur-
rent source;

coupling a second discriminator operatively to a second

terminal of the fourth switch;

closing the third switch in response to the current asso-

ciated with the input signal exceeding the first thresh-
old; and
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opening the fourth switch and the second discriminator
changing state in response to the current associated
with the input signal exceeding the second threshold,
thereby indicating whether the current associated with
the input signal is greater than the second threshold.
28. A method of analog-to-digital conversion defined by
claim 27, wherein the input signal comprises a peak, the
converter comprising a peak detect mode comprising retain-
ing a state of the fourth switch in response to a decrease in
the current associated with the input signal following the
peak, the state of the third switch representing at least a
portion of a value of the peak.
29. A method of analog-to-digital conversion comprising:
coupling a first terminal of a first switch operatively to an
input signal;
coupling a first terminal of a second switch operatively to
a second terminal of the first switch;
coupling a first capacitor operatively in parallel across the
first and second terminals of the second switch, at least
a portion of a first threshold being determined by the
first capacitor;
coupling a first discriminator operatively to the first
terminal of the second switch;
closing the first switch and opening the second switch, the
first discriminator changing state in response to a
charge associated with the input signal exceeding the
first threshold, thereby indicating whether the charge
associated with the input signal is greater than the first
threshold.
30. A method of analog-to-digital conversion defined by
claim 29, wherein the input signal comprises at least one of
positive polarity and negative polarity.
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31. A method of analog-to-digital conversion defined by
claim 29, wherein the input signal comprises a peak, the
converter comprising a charge detect mode comprising
retaining the charge of the first capacitor in response to a
decrease in the charge associated with the input signal, a
state of the first switch representing at least a portion of a
value of the input charge.

32. A method of analog-to-digital conversion defined by
claim 29, further comprising:

coupling a first terminal of a third switch operatively to

the input signal;
coupling a first terminal of a fourth switch operatively to
a second terminal of the third switch;

coupling a second capacitor operatively in parallel across
the first and second terminals of the fourth switch, at
least a portion of a second threshold being determined
by the first capacitor;

coupling a second discriminator operatively to the first

terminal of the second switch; and

closing the third switch and opening the fourth switch in

response to the first discriminator changing state, the
second discriminator changing state in response to a
charge associated with the input signal exceeding the
second threshold, thereby indicating whether the
charge associated with the input signal is greater than
the second threshold.

33. A method of analog-to-digital conversion defined by
claim 29, further comprising coupling a resistor operatively
in series with the input signal.



