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Abstract— Unlike conventional CMOS imaging, a single
photon imager detects each individual photon impinging on
a detector, accumulating the number of photons during a
certain time window and not the charge generated by the all
the photons hitting the detector during said time window.

The latest developments in the semiconductor industry
are allowing faster and more complex chips to be designed
and manufactured. With these developments in mind we are
working towards the next step in single photon X-ray imag-
ing: energy sensitive pixel readout chips. The goal is not only
to detect and count individual photons, but also to measure
the charge deposited in the detector by each photon, and
consequently determine its energy. Basically, we are aiming
at a spectrometer-in-a-pixel, or a “color X-ray camera”.

The approach we have followed towards this goal is the
design of small analog-to-digital-converters at the pixel level,
together with a very fast digital readout from the pixels to
the periphery of the chip, where the data will be transmitted
off-chip.

We will present here the design and measurement on pro-
totype chips of two different 4-bit pixel level ADCs. The
ADCs are optimized for very small area and low power, with
a resolution of 4-bits and a sample rate of 1 Msample/s. The
readout architecture is based around current-mode sense
amplifiers and asynchronous token-passing between the pix-
els. This is done in order to achieve event-by-event readout
and, consequently, on-line imaging. We need to read event-
by-event (photon-by-photon), because we cannot have mem-
ory on the pixels due to obvious size constraints. We use
current-mode sense amplifiers because they perform very
well in similar applications as very fast static-RAM readout.

Keywords—X-ray imaging, analog to digital conversion.

I. I NTRODUCTION

SEMICONDUCTOR hybrid pixel detectors have proven
their feasibility as photon-counting imaging devices

for X-rays at room temperature[1], even for X-ray ener-
gies as low as 5 keV [2].

In a hybrid pixel detector, the detector and the readout
electronics are manufactured independently and they are
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Fig. 1. Drawing of a hybrid pixel detector.

connected afterwards using flip-chip bonding techniques
as figure1shows . This allows for separate optimization of
the detector and the readout electronics. The main advan-
tages of hybrid pixel detectors with respect to other pixe-
lated X-ray imaging detectors (such as CCDs, CMOS im-
agers, film, phosphor plates, etc) aredirect conversionand
individual photon detection. Direct conversionmeans that
the photon deposits an amount of charge in the detector
directly proportional to the energy of the photon. The sig-
nal generated in the detector can then be processed by the
readout electronics. Other semiconductor-based detectors
for X-rays such as CCDs or CMOS imagers need some
intermediate step to convert X-ray photons to visible-light
photons.Individual photon detectionrefers to the fact that
photons are detected individually one by one in each pixel.

So far, hybrid pixel detectors for X-ray imaging have
been limited to counting the number of photons above a
certain energy threshold. The energy information carried
by each photon is then lost in the electronic processing
of the signal from the detector. However, the knowledge
of the number of X-ray photons which impact each pixel
as well as of their respective energy levels can provide a
variety of functions which, with a very high probability,
will improve the resulting image, given the same X-ray
dose.

The individual photon detection performed in pixel de-
tectors allows the addition of pixel-level energy sensitivity
by adding circuitry that converts, stores and sends off-chip
the energy information. The conversion can be performed
using analog-to-digital converters (ADCs) in the readout
chip, for example in the pixel electronics.

Section II gives a description of the full system. In sec-
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Fig. 2. Block diagram of the pixel electronics.

tion III we focus on the design and measurement of the
ADCs. Section IV describes the readout architecture and
circuitry we plan to use, and finally we offer some conclu-
sions and indicate future work.

II. SYSTEM DESCRIPTION

A hybrid pixel detector system with energy sensitivity
can be achieved in different ways. For example, the ana-
log value after the signal conditioning can be read out of
the chip and processed accordingly. A better approach is
to include some kind of analog-to-digital conversion in the
readout chip itself. If high precision is needed, the analog-
to-digital conversion must be performed in the periphery
(or non-active part) of the chip. However, the precision
of the system is typically limited by the energy resolu-
tion of the detecting medium. If one takes a typical GaAs
or Cd(Zn)Te detector, its energy resolution falls in the 4-
bit to 6-bit category. One can then think of including the
analog-to-digital converter in the pixel itself. This is, in
fact, a trend that can also be seen in conventional CMOS
imagers, where more and more electronics are being put in
the pixels, thanks to Moore’s Law and the advantages of
pixel-level processing [4].

We assume that the pixel electronics have a structure
such as the one shown in figure 2. The signal deposited
in the detector by each individual photon is first amplified
and integrated (for example, using a charge sensitive am-
plifier[3]). This is needed in order to convert the deposited
charge to a voltage or current that can be converted by the
ADC, and also to increase the signal-to-noise ratio. At the
same time, a pulse is generated if the signal is above the
noise level. The analog signal and the digital pulse coming
out of this first block are the inputs to the analog to digital
converter. The pulse is used to start the conversion, and the
output of the amplifier is the signal that will be converted.

After the ADC, a fast digital readout circuit is needed
in order to allow a new photon hit to be processed in the
pixel. In most pixel readout chips there is a clear distinc-
tion between the image acquisition and the data readout.
In our case, however, the digital readout has to be working
while an image is being acquired, as we do not intend to

provide means for storing more than one hit in the pixel.
This means that anevent by event readoutis needed for
this kind of circuit.

III. D ESIGN OF THEADCS

We have chosen a resolution of 4-bit for our design, as
this corresponds approximately to the energy resolution
that can be achieved with a room temperature GaAs detec-
tor [5]. The area for the pixel (including amplifier, ADC
and readout) should not exceed 100µm by 100µm. Al-
though this is a very big number compared to visible light
imagers, it is a typical size for X-ray imaging. Assuming a
typical active imaging area in excess of 1 cm2, the number
of pixels will be in the order of a few tens of thousand. In
order to calculate the typical conversion rate for our con-
verters, we assume a photon rate of106 photons per sec-
ond and per mm2. This is the typical rate for radiological
applications.

With these photon rate and pixel size, the photon rate
per pixel would be of the order of104 photons per sec-
ond. Taking a conservative approach (as we have yet to
add the integration and readout time), we will use a con-
version time of approximately 1µs. This time is also com-
parable to the counting frequency in photon counting pixel
detectors [3].

After some exploration of the possible ADCs that can
be implemented with little area and power overhead, we
decided to further investigate the possibilities of succes-
sive approximation and algorithmic analog-to-digital con-
version.

The designs discussed in this paper have been manufac-
tured in a 0.25µm CMOS process. Although the process
allows 6 metal layers, our designs were processed with
only 3 metal layers, due to limitations in the organization
of the multi-project runs where our chip is included.

A. Successive Approximation ADC

Figure 3shows a schematic diagram of a typical suc-
cessive approximation ADC. This converter needs a num-
ber of clock cycles equal to the number of bits in order to
perform the conversion. We use a current-mode binary-
weighted DAC, and a comparator based on the one re-
ported in [6]. The complexity of the circuit lies mostly in
the digital circuitry, as it is responsible for switching ON
and OFF the current sources in the DAC in response to
changes in the comparator output. This can be seen clearly
in figure 4, which shows the layout of our ADC. At the bot-
tom side one can see the comparator and the DAC, while
the top side is the digital part of the ADC.

The speed of our comparator is proportional to the dif-
ference of currents applied to its input. This means that by
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Fig. 3. Block diagram of the successive approximation ADC.

Fig. 4. Layout of the successive approximation ADC. The size
of the circuit is 104µm by 84µm.

increasing the full scale current (and hence the ILSB value)
we could achieve higher conversion speeds at the price of
a higher power consumption.

B. Algorithmic ADC

The problem with the previous converter is the need for
a relatively complex digital circuitry in the pixel. This can
lead to crosstalk as well as substrate coupling noise prob-
lems. One can think of moving some (or all) the processing
done in the digital domain to the analog domain.

A converter that does such a thing is the current-mode
algorithmic ADC, as originally described in [7] and later in
[8]. The basic building block of this converter can be seen
in figure 5. By using the same comparator used in the suc-
cessive approximation we can save power with respect to
the design in [8]. The reason is that in our comparator we
can reuse the difference current flowing in the comparator
as the input to the next block, instead of having to copy the
currents as [8] does.

In this ADC, the input signal is multiplied by 2 and com-
pared with a reference value equal to the full-scale current
of the converter. If the reference is higher, the analog out-
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Fig. 5. Schematic view of the basic building block of the algo-
rithmic ADC.

Fig. 6. Layout of the algorithmic ADC. The size of the circuit
is 98µm by 55µm

put is set equal to the input multiplied by two, and the dig-
ital output is set low. If the reference is lower, the analog
output is set equal to the input multiplied by two minus the
reference, and the digital output is set high. By connecting
N such blocks one after the other so that the analog output
of one block is the input to the following block, we can
obtain anN -bit ADC.

In fact one can say that this ADC is a successive approx-
imation ADC, but instead of doing the comparison for each
bit in different clock cycles, it does the comparisons in dif-
ferent circuit blocks. Obviously the current consumption
will be larger, but the amount of digital circuitry is dra-
matically reduced, as one can see in the layout of the ADC
shown in figure 6. Additionally, the size of the ADC is
also reduced.

C. Measurement results

To prove the feasibility of such small area and low
power ADCs we designed a prototype chip which included
both ADCs. Figure 7shows a photograph of the chip.
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Fig. 7. Chip photograph showing the ADC structures at the top.
The chip is 2mm x 2mm.

TABLE I
SUCCESSIVE APPROXIMATIONADC CHARACTERISTICS

Characteristic Simulated Measured Units

|INL| < 0.2 < 0.3 LSB
DC current 1.8 < 2 µA

Table Icompares the simulated with the measured val-
ues for the integral non-linearity (INL) and the current
consumption for the successive approximation ADC; and
table II does the same for the algorithmic ADC. The con-
version time was 1µs in both cases and the supply voltage
is 1.8 Volts. At the moment of writing this paper two chips
have been measured giving practically the same results.

IV. PIXEL DATA READOUT

The final chip should have all non-pixel circuitry (bias-
ing, I/O, etc...) located on only one side, to allow imaging
arrays of more than one chip (i.e.: 2x2). The chip readout
circuitry will be then located in one side of the periphery
of the chip, and all pixels have to communicate with it.

Once the conversion is finished, the pixel has to be read-
out in order to allow further photons to be processed. In
order to do this we are faced with two different problems:
which architecture to choose in order to address the pixels
to be read and which circuitry to use in order to read the
digital data from the pixels for minimum delay.

A. System architecture

One way to address the pixels would be as in a mem-
ory array or a CMOS imaging array. Each pixel has a row
and column line, and the row and column addresses are
decoded in the periphery of the chip. This is probably the

TABLE II
ALGORITHMIC ADC CHARACTERISTICS

Characteristic Simulated Measured Units

|INL| < 0.1 < 0.2 LSB
DC current 6.4 < 7 µA

best approach when the whole array is to be read, or when
we know in advance which portion of the array has to be
read. In our case, however, the amount and location of
pixels in the array to be readout varies widely with the ap-
plication and the object to be imaged.

The solution we have chosen is a pixel-driven read-
out. Similarly to some hybrid pixel detectors used in
high energy physics experiments, a token is passed asyn-
chronously through the pixels and when a pixel that has
been ”hit” receives the token, it can send its data to the
periphery. By grouping the pixels per columns and using
a similar ”token passing” scheme at the column level one
can achieve high readout speeds with relatively little cir-
cuit overhead.

B. Digital data readout

The ultimate goal of this project is to have relatively big
chips (about 2 cm per side), which means that the connec-
tion from a pixel to the periphery can be as long as 2 cm.
It is well known [9] that for the most recent CMOS tech-
nologies, chip interconnects above 3-4 mm will be limited
by the delay introduced by the interconnect itself and not
by the gate-delay. This means that when driving a long
interconnect line from one pixel, the major source of de-
lay and capacitance loading is not the input of the next
block, but the interconnect wire. Another additional prob-
lem is the amount of power spent at the pixel in order to
drive the wires from 0 toVdd. The use of current-sensing
circuitry solves to a certain extent both problems. These
circuit techniques have been used in the world of random
access memories since the early 90s [10] and have proven
very successful so far [11]. Given the clear parallel be-
tween our system and a RAM array (an array of thousands
of elements with digitally stored data that must be read at
the maximum speed possible), the use of current-sensing
readout is perfectly suited for us.

In this readout scheme, instead of driving the intercon-
nect from 0 toVdd, only a very small voltage change (typ-
ically a few tens to a couple hundred mV) is forced in the
line and the information is sent in the form of electrical
current. At the periphery of the chip this current can be
easily detected and amplified in order to obtain the full
voltage swing.

We have designed a chip in order to test this approach
where an array of the ADCs presented in section III is to
be read out via the current-sensing mechanism. This chip
was just received at the moment of writing this paper, so
no results are presented here.
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V. CONCLUSIONS AND FUTURE WORK

We have shown that analog-to-digital conversion can be
feasible for hybrid pixel X-ray imagers at moderate pho-
ton rates and pixel sizes. We have designed and tested two
different candidates for this purpose: a successive approx-
imation ADC and an algorithmic ADC. The performance
of both ADCs is as expected from simulations.

We have also designed a chip in order to test the readout
of the digital data from the pixel-level ADCs. The last step
of our project is to design a full system and connect it to
a sensor in order to test the feasibility of energy-sensitive
hybrid pixel detectors for X-ray imaging
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