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METHOD OF OBTAINING A SECOND
FUNCTION FROM KEYS ON A KEYBOARD
USING PRESSURE DIFFERENTIATION

FIELD OF THE INVENTION

This invention relates generally to keyboards for inputting
data and. more particularly. to computer keyboards. This
invention further relates to methods of obtaining a second
function from keys on a keyboard that have only a first
function when struck individually.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

Computer keyboards are typically used to enter operator
data by transforming operator depressions on an X-Y matrix
of momentarily depressed key switches into data codes that
are then inputted to the system unit of a computer. On a
standard configured QWERTY data entry keyboard, the
operator depresses the keys with several fingers. An operator
experienced in touch typing will make use of all fingers on
both hands. In addition to normal characters and numerals,
the data entry keyboard presents the operator with several
function modifier keys such as “shift,” “control,” and “alt.”
The standard QWERTY keyboard does not have a unique
key for every desired data code. Typically the same key is
used for several different data codes. The desired data code
is selected by depressing an additional function key such as
the shift, control, or alt key while depressing the target key
also. For example, by holding the shift key down and
depressing a target key, the operator selects the shifted key,
this usually being a capitalized, upper case representation of
the normally uncapitalized letter.

This method of multiplexing key usage was developed on
the early mechanical typewriters wherein the shift key
actually caused physical movement of the print head. This
technology has been camried over to modern data entry
keyboards. Current electronic data entry keyboards do not
rely on mechanical elements to perform the shifting func-
tion; instead, the physical depression of the shift key is
translated into an electrical signal that is used as the stimulus
to modify the target key data code into the shifted repre-
sentation. While the origins of the shift key usage is known,
it may not be the most efficient method of implementing the
shifted data code on electronic keyboards.

In U.S. Pat. No. 4,381,502 issued to Prame, an alternate
method and apparatus for character generation is disclosed.
However, the method and apparatus disclosed still requires
the user to depress at least two keys to obtain a second
function from keys on a keyboard that only have a first
function when struck individually.

U.S. Pat. No. 5,396.235 issued to Maeshima et al. dis-
closes a numeral setting apparatus for setting numerals such
as copy magnification, copy density, or the like. The numeral
setting apparatus includes keys for changing the numerals
based on a magnitude of force which is applied to the keys.
When a larger force is applied to the keys, the setting device
changes the numerals in larger increments than those in the
case where less force is applied. The *235 patent does not
disclose a method of obtaining a second function from a key
wherein the first and second functions are not be related in
terms of magnitude. Also, the 235 patent does not disclose
a method of obtaining a second function from keys on a
QWERTY configured computer keyboard that have only a
first function when struck individually.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

The present invention is directed to a method of obtaining
a second function from keys on a keyboard that have only a
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2

first function when struck individually. The method com-
prises: detecting the force applied by the user on the key-
board during a first period of time, determining from the
detecting step a normal level of force applied by the user,
selecting a second function actuating force which is greater
than the normal force applied by the user by a predetermined
Amount, detecting the force applied by the user on the
keyboard during a second period of time, determining if the
force applied by the user during the second period of time is
greater than the second function actuating force, and causing
a machine associated with the keyboard to perform the first
function when a key is struck with force which is less than
the second function actuating force and to perform the
second function when a key is struck with force which is
greater than the second function actuating force.

One advantage of the present invention is that it provides
a user the ability to control two functions with a single key
entry. Another advantage of the present invention is that it
reduces the total number of keys needed on a keyboard to
perform the functions needed.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG. 1illustrates a schematic block diagram of a keyboard
force monitoring system used to implement the method of
the present invention.

FIG. 2 illustrates a logic diagram illustrating a method of
obtaining a second function from keys on a keyboard that
have only a first function when struck individually in
accordance with the present invention.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF A PREFERRED
EMBODIMENT OF THE INVENTION

Generally, the present invention provides a system for
monitoring keyboard pressure/force and a method for using
the monitored keyboard pressure to obtain a second function
from keys on a keyboard that have only a first function when
struck individually. The present invention allows a user to
cause a machine associated with a keyboard. such as a
computer, to perform dual functions from a single key on the
keyboard.

FIG. 1 illustrates a keyboard force monitoring system
which may be used to implement the method of the present
invention. System 10 includes a keyboard 11, a force sensing
device 12, a gain stage 14, an analog-to-digital converter
(ADC) 16. a microcontroller 18. a keyboard interface 22,
and a system unit 24 of a computer. Keyboard 11 may be any
data input device which requires a user to press a key or
button to input data to a computer or other data processing
equipment. Preferably, keyboard 11 is a computer keyboard
having an X-Y matrix of momentarily depressed key
switches having a conventional QWERTY configuration.
Force sensing device 12 senses the pressure/force exerted on
a keyboard 11 key and/or the entire keyboard 11 and
converts the pressure into an analog voltage. Force sensing
device 12 may be employed using piezo and foil strain
gauges, optical, magnetic and capacitive technologies. In the
preferred embodiment, force sensing device 12 comprises a
force sensing resistor, wherein the resistance of the force
sensing resistor changes as a function of pressure load
placed on it, and a power supply coupled to the force sensing
resistor.

Gain stage 14 amplifies the analog signal received from
force sensing device 12. ADC 16 converts the amplified
analog signal received from the output of the gain stage 14
and converts it into a digital signal representing the pressure.
Microcontroller 18 receives the digital signal from ADC 16
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and compares the digital representation of the pressure to a
threshold value stored within the microcontroller 18. The
threshold value is a predefined value representing a second
function actuating force which is greater than the normal
force exerted by a user on a keyboard 11 key or the entire
keyboard 11 by some predetermined amount. If the pressure
is greater than the stored threshold, microcontroller 18
produces a control signal prompting the microcontroller 18
to retrieve a key scan data byte corresponding to a second
function associated with the key and then sends, in a manner
to be described below, the key scan data byte to the system
unit 24 of a computer such that the computer is instructed to
perform the second function. If the pressure is less than the
stored threshold, microcontroller 18 produces a second
control signal prompting the microcontroller 18 to retrieve a
key scan data byte corresponding to a first function associ-
ated with the key and then sends. in a manner to be described
below. the key scan data byte to the system unit 24 of a
computer such that the computer is instructed to perform the
first function.

Microcontroller 18 is coupled to keyboard interface 22.
Keyboard interface 22 couples microcontroller 18 to system
unit 24 of a computer for transmittal of data to/from micro-
controller 18 to/from system unit 24. In this manner. key
scan data bytes corresponding to either the first function or
the second function of a key can be transmitted to the system
unit 24 of a computer so that the computer performs either
the first function or the second function. Also, a user may
adjust the threshold value for the second function actuating
force stored within microcontroller 18 via the communica-
tion link between system unit 24 and microcontroller 18.

Microcontroller 18 receives a key scan data input signal
26 for prompting the microcontroller 18 to send a key scan
data byte to system unit 24 based upon the force exerted
upon & keyboard 11 key or on the entire keyboard 11. In this
manner, system 10 may be used to cause a computer
operably coupled to keyboard 11 to perform multiple func-
tions based on the force exerted on a keyboard 11 key or on
the entire keyboard 11. One or more force sensing devices
12 may be employed to measure force being applied to one
or more keys of the keyboard 11 or the entire keyboard 11.

Force sensing device 12, gain stage 14, ADC 16, micro-
controlier 18, and keyboard interface 22 may be housed
within the keyboard 11. System 10 is non-intrusive to the
normal operation of keyboard 11, i.e., all keys may be used
in their traditional implementation. For example, the shift
key may be used to change a target key to its shifted state.
Also, a user may disable or turn off the pressure monitoring
feature and/or the pressure-activated key feature of keyboard
11.

FIG. 2 illustrates a method which utilizes the previously
described system 10 to obtain a second function from keys
on a standard configured QWERTY keyboard that have only
a first function when struck individually. At step 110, the
process detects or measures the force applied by the user on
the keyboard 11 during a first period of time. The process
then proceeds to step 120 where the normal level of force
applied by the user is determined from the measured force
value detected in step 110. The process then proceeds to step
130 where a second function actuating force greater than the
normal force by some predetermined amount is selected.
Next, the process proceeds to step 140 where the force
applied by the user during the second period of time is
detected and measured. The process then proceeds to step
150 where it is determined whether the force applied by the
user during the second period of time is greater than the
second function actuating force. If the force applied by the
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user during the second period of time is greater than the
second function actuating force, then the process proceeds to
step 160 where a machine associated with the keyboard 11,
such as a computer, is caused to perform the second function
associated with a key on keyboard 11.

If the force applied by the user during the second period
of time is not greater than the second function actuating
force, then the process proceeds to step 170 where a machine
associated with the keyboard 11 is caused to perform the first
function associated with the key. After step 160 or step 170
is complete, the process proceeds to step 180.

In step 180, it is determined whether a new key has been
pressed by a user. If a new key has been pressed by the user,
then the process returns to step 110 to repeat the process of
determining a normal level of force for the new key and
selecting a second function actuating force greater than the
normal force. If a new key has not been pressed, i.e., a key
that has already been pressed has been pressed again, the
process returns to step 140 to repeat the process of deter-
mining whether a force greater than the second actuating
force has been applied. In this manner, steps 110, 120, 130,
140, and 150 and 160 or 170 may be repeated for each key
of the keyboard 11.

Step 120 may additionally comprise the step of using the
data gathered from each of the keys to arrive at an avenge
normal level force for the keyboard 11, i.e., the sum of the
normal level of force for each key divided by the total
number of keys on the keyboard 11. Step 160 may addi-
tionally comprise the step of causing a machine associated
with the keyboard to type a lower case letter, perform a TAB
function, perform an F1-F12 function, perform a control
function, or perform an alt function, when a letter key, a tab
key, an F1-F12 key, a CTRL key, or an ALT key.
respectively, is struck with force which is less than the
second function actuating force and to type an upper case
letter, perform a BACK-TAB function, perform a shifted
F1-F12 function, perform a shifted control function, or
perform a shifted alt function when a letter key, the tab key,
an F1-F12 key, the CTRL key, or the ALT key. respectively.
is struck with force which is greater than the second function
actuating force. It is to be understood that the TAB, BACK-
TAB, F1-F12, shifted F1-F12, control, shifted control, alt
and shifted alt functions as used in the present invention
retain their conventional and well-known meanings.

Step 120 may further comprise the step of adjusting the
normal level of force applied by the user, and step 130 may
further comprise the step of adjusting the second function
actuating force. In this manner, the normal level of force and
the second function actuating force may be adjusted for a
new user or to increase or decrease sensitivity.

Step 120 may further comprise the steps of detecting the
force applied by the user on a key of the keyboard during a
first period of time, detecting the force applied by the user
on the key during a second period of time. subtracting the
force applied by the user on the key during the first period
of time from the force applied by the user on the key during
the second period of time to determine a key force threshold
delta. adding the key force threshold delta to the force
applied by the user on the keyboard during the first period
of time to determine the normal level of force applied by the
user to the key and repeating steps a) through d) for each key
on the keyboard.

Although the present invention and its advantages have
been described in detail, it should be understood that various
changes, substitutions and alterations can be made herein
without departing from the spirit and scope of the invention
as defined by the appended claims.
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What is claimed is:

1. A method of obtaining a second function from keys on
a keyboard that have momentarily depressed switches for
invoking only a first function when struck individually, said
method comprising the steps of:

coupling a force sensing device to the momentarily
depressed switches of the keyboard;

detecting, by the force sensing device. the force applied
by the user on the keyboard during a first period of
time;

determining from said detecting step a normal level of
force applied by the user;

selecting a second function actuating force which is
greater than the normal force applied by the user by a
predetermined mount;

detecting. by the force sensing device, the force applied
by the user on the keyboard during a second period of
time;

determining if the force applied by the user during said
second period is greater than the second function
actuating force;

causing a machine associated with said keyboard to
perform said first function when a key is struck with
force which is less than said second function actuating
force and perform said second function when a key is
struck with force which is greater than said second
function actuating force.

2. A method as recited in claim 1. wherein said step of
detecting the force applied by the user on the keyboard
during a first period of time comprises the step of detecting
the force applied by the user on each key of the keyboard
used during said first period of time.

3. A method as recited in claim 2, wherein said step of
determining a normal level of force applied by the user uses
the data gathered from each of the keys to arrive at an
average normal level of force for the keyboard.

4. A method of obtaining a second function from keys on
a keyboard that have momentarily depressed switches for
invoking only a first function when struck individually, said
method comprising the steps of:

a) coupling a force sensing device to a momentarily
depressed switch operably associated with a key on the
keyboard;

b) detecting, by the force sensing device, the force applied
by the user on the key of the keyboard during a first
period of time;

c) detecting, by the force sensing device, the force applied
by the user on the key during a second period of time;

d) subtracting the force applied by the user on the key
during the first period of time from the force applied by
the user on the key during the second period of time to
determine a key force threshold delta:

e) adding the key force threshold delta to the force applied
by the user on the key during the first period of time to
determine a normal level of force applied by the user to
the key;
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f) selecting a second function actuating force which is
greater than the normal force applied by the user by a
predetermined mount for the key;

g) determining if the force applied by the user during a
third period of time is greater than the second function
actuating force;

h) musing a machine associated with said keyboard to
perform said first function when the key is struck with
force which is less than said second function actuating
force and perform said second function when the key is
struck with force which is greater than said second
function actuating force; and

i) repeating steps a) through h) for each key on the
keyboard.

5. A method as recited in claim 4. wherein said causing
step comprises causing a machine associated with said
keyboard to type a lower case letter when a letter key is
struck with force which is less than said second function
actuating force and to type an upper case letter when a letter
key is struck with force which is greater than said second
function actuating force.

6. A method as recited in claim 4, wherein said causing
step comprises causing a machine associated with said
keyboard to perform a TAB function when a tab key is struck
with force which is less than said second function actuating
force and to perform a BACK-TAB function when the tab
key is struck with force which is greater than said second
function actuating force.

7. A method as recited in claim 4., wherein said causing
step comprises causing a machine associated with said
keyboard to perform an F1-F12 function when an F1-F12
key. respectively, is struck with force which is less than said
second function actuating force and to perform a shifted
F1-F12 function when an F1-F12 key. respectively, is
struck with force which is greater than said second function
actuating force.

8. A method as recited in claim 4, wherein said causing
step comprises causing a machine associated with said
keyboard to perform a control function when a CTRL key is
struck with force which is less than said second function
actuating force and to perform a shifted control function
when the CTRL key is struck with force which is greater
than said second function actuating force.

9. A method as recited in claim 4, wherein said causing
step comprises causing a machine associated with said
keyboard to perform an alt function when an ALT key is
struck with force which is less than said second function
actuating force and to perform a shifted ALT function when
the ALT key is struck with force which is greater than said
second function actuating force.

10. A method as recited in claim 1, wherein said selecting
a second function actuating force step further comprises the
step of adjusting the second function actuating force.

11. A method as recited in claim 1. wherein said deter-
mining from said detecting step a normal level of force step
comprises the step of adjusting the normal level of force.
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