Sun. Jan. 26 (Week One)


After receiving my project, the first thing I did was search for bar codes on the internet.  I found that, as suspected, bar codes have a one to one correspondence with the numbers they represent.  However, there are some interesting things about them that I did not expect.  Such things are on national bar codes, there is a constant beginning and end… three short bars, and a set of bars that describes the middle of the numbers.  Also, the numbers them selves have a set order for product description and error checking.  Dawn Gibson was kind enough to give me a section from a math book that described the error checking of bar codes.  *****


As for the hardware, I got a scanner, and something called a Cue Cat.  The Cue Cat hooks into your keyboard jack, and is supposed to scan barcodes for a product out of a magazine, and go directly to the companies web page.  However, it seems that this service is no longer available after visiting the Cue Cat’s web page.  


The scanner hooks into a COM port in the computer, and plugs into the wall.  It appears that there is a trigger jerry-rigged to turn it on when it is pressed.  It took me forever to figure out, that the outlet plugs into the back of the jack that goes into the COM port (I probably shouldn’t be admitting that).  What kind of set up is that?!  Whoever designs this kind of hardware really should go back to the beginning and think about this stuff.  I mean really, what good is the greatest piece of hardware, if you can’t figure out how to plug it in?  Anyway, I got it plugged in, and the scanner reads bar codes, and makes a beeping sound when it does.  But, I can’t find it on my computer.  I suppose this would be an easy project if the computer could find the new hardware like it’s supposed to.

Wed.  Jan. 29


After meeting with Dr. Pankratz, I actually have some idea of where to go from here.  We discussed what I’ve already done, and what is next.  The Cue Cat may not be very functional considering the company, and web pages it services aren’t using it for the time being.  However, if time permits, there may be a way to hack into the Cat and use it as a regular scanner.  


For now, there are some things I can do with the other scanner.  I can program it using the scanner itself as input.  This might just be programming between continuous mode and trigger mode.  I have to read the manual, and maybe find other information on what bar codes will program it to do what.  I can write code that reads from COM1, so I can read the scanner.  Also, I had not thought of it, but Dr. Pankratz came up with the idea of writing a program where I can type something, and turn it into a bar code.  

Sun.  March 2, 2003


Tuesday we have a walk through, and I’ll be the first to admit that I’m not on schedule.  But last week the basketball season ended, and now I have some extra time on my hands.  So, I’m using that to catch up on my work.  


I talked to Dr. Blahnik, he suggested I use VB to code, and showed me how to connect to the COMM port.  I had to take several hours to re-learn VB.  I pretty much have forgotten everything.  After I got that figured out though, I had to tinker with what I was given, and some of my own ideas to read the scanner.  After several attempts, I actually got a reading from it.  But when it outputted it, it actually said, “?????????”!  It turned out, I was trying to read it in binary.  I switched to ASCII, and I got a more readable answer.  However, it still doesn’t read exactly as I think it should.  Some numbers are fine but others are read as different characters.  This is what it looks like is read for each number:

0
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9

0
(
2
3
‘
5
6
(
,
9


I’m wondering if I can actually get at what’s being sent out the COMM port in binary, and see if I can change it, or see what’s going wrong.  Or else, I might just have to use an if statement and change the one’s that aren’t recognizable into what they should be.  I’m not too worried about this.  What I am worried about is when I start reading codes that are supposed to be in other ASCII characters… who knows what I’m going to get.  That reminds me, I should go out and find some other codes to read from.  I’ve only been reading the codes on my text books so far.

Thu.  April 3, 2003


Since spring break, I’ve finally gotten into gear.  I guess it just takes a while.  After meeting with Dr. Pankratz this week, we have come to a few breakthroughs.  First, the ASCII I was getting was correct, I was of course reading it wrong.  It turns out, I had set up to read from the comport with no parity.  Not knowing what that really meant, I didn’t realize it as the problem.  After switching to even parity, tests showed that all then numbers and letters come out correct.  Even parity means that the characters come in seven bits instead of eight, leaving one bit for a check bit.  This bit is a one if there are an odd number of ones in the character, and a zero if there is an even number of ones.  This way, there is always an even number of ones, hence, even parity.  So, a 1 usually is 00000001 in binary, but is read 10000001 in this case (assuming the check bit is the first bit).  Of course some numbers worked such as 0, which already has an even number of ones.


The breakthrough we had was in writing to the scanner.  The problem was that if you didn’t write precisely the right thing, then you didn’t get ANY feedback.  So, you were constantly guessing.  The manual said that you simply had to send a string of numbers to the scanner.  First I tried sending it as an array of numbers.  Then, I realized it was a string.  So, I sent them as a string, but that didn’t seem to work.  I had been confused as to whether I was supposed to send them in hex or binary, and was going back and forth.  It turns out, the manual gives you then numbers that represent the characters that are supposed to be sent.  So, you are supposed to send the string of characters that the numbers represent.  All of the codes begin with the character that is 02, then “STX…”  not “02 53 54 49 …”  I did need to write a function that converts hex numbers into decimal so I could get the right characters.


Now, I have to think of some ways to finish up this program so it is more useful for any tests I might do.  But it should be simply adding buttons that write to the scanner and nothing more.  I will add a variable that records the time something was scanned.  This will allow me to calculate the time between two scans, so I can find the speed of the train.  I also need to make a program to draw and print barcodes.  I’m not quite sure where to start with this yet.  This weekend I plan to interview a manager at a grocery or department store about how they store items in their database.

