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I.

Introduction

Students and hobbyists today are met with a plethora of electronics projects that can be easily
completed with the wide variety of online resources and extensive documentation. Many of these
projects include the use of high level embedded systems that serve as a “black box” for electronic
control of sensors, actuators, motors, wireless communication, and other complex systems [1-6].
Recently, a trend has emerged in which these development platforms have become smaller, easier to use,
open source, and affordable. This trend has enabled interesting projects that aim to introduce new
technologies, inspire technological direction, provide capabilities to the underprivileged, and also to
educate. In particular, many of these development platforms have made their way to the classroom,
especially for early engineering education with the focus of problem solving [7-11]. However, there are
many different systems to choose from with a variety of capabilities from an assortment of vendors, and
some may or may not be suitable for educational purposes. Great efforts have been made to study
different embedded systems [12-14], but these studies are generally created for a specific audience and
do not differentiate between the many available systems on the market. This work attempts to bring an
evaluation method, which differentiates different embedded platforms and is applicable to a broad
audience, ranging from electronics enthusiasts to university instructors.
After investigation and discussion with different educators and users, we propose four parameters
characteristic of the different embedded systems for this work:
1.
2.
3.
4.

Hardware-intensive (HI)
Software-intensive (SI)
Ease-of-implementation (EI)
Course/application relevance (CAR)

Hardware-intensive (HI) refers to the level at which a user is required to focus on hardware
challenges. Similarly, software-intensive (SI) refers to the level at which a user is required to focus on
software challenges. Since there are many different platforms that offer many differing options and
capabilities, a single embedded system can be configured to provide for many different needs. A
primary goal of this work is to provide a first-level evaluation method that may determine which
systems can fit general needs right out of the box. Platforms that are easy to implement are those that are
adaptable to the wide range of laboratories, studios, or workspaces and have strong online and offline
technical support. Lastly, course/application relevance (CAR) is defined as how appropriate the system
is with respect to the goals of the course/application. This includes taking into account the HI and SI
ratings, ease-of-implementation (EI), and how well they are aligned with the nature of the problemsolving application.
It is important for the designer/instructor to identify clearly the expectation of the course/application.
If the goal is to make people think, break problems into systems-level modules and be more
independently creative in finding solutions, the popular platforms that have many online available third
party sources (reliable and non-reliable ones) would not be necessarily the best choice. However, if the
goal is to have a prototyping platform where users solve problems fast and practically, then a platform
with a rich set of online/web-based resources provided by third party enthusiasts could be a great choice.
Although this could be a part of the evaluation criteria and assessment questions, it is not easily

quantified with simple metrics. In addition, the focus and the thematic approach of the resources is
usually highly subjective.
This work presents a method for evaluating such systems on the basis of the proposed parameters, so
that current and future development systems can be classified and paired with an appropriate problemsolving course or application. Additionally, an example of the method’s use is provided.
II. Experimental Setup
Starter kits of the following embedded system platforms were acquired and experimented with
(Figure 1):







Arduino (http://www.arduino.cc)
TI Launchpad (http://www.ti.com/launchpad)
Leaflabs Maple (http://leaflabs.com/devices/maple/)
.NET Gadgeteer (http://www.netmf.com/gadgeteer/)
TinkerForge (http://www.tinkerforge.com/)
Phidgets (http://www.phidgets.com/)

Arduino

.NET Gadgeteer

TI Launchpad

Leaflabs Maple

TinkerForge

Phidgets

Figure 1: The different embedded systems experimented with.

These devices were evaluated using the questions posed in Appendix A. These questions were
chosen specifically to expose the system’s unique attributes. A brief summary of these questions is
shown below, with detailed descriptions discussed in the next section:
Hardware-Intensive (HI):
1. Does the system inherently support through-hole (leaded) components?
2. How many components does it take to interface with the controller (wire not included)?
3. Is a separate breadboard needed to interface with discrete components?
4. Is the controller readily programmable via USB?
5. Are the peripheral interface connectors keyed?

Software-Intensive (SI):
1. Is a bootloader required to program the device as the system manufacturer intended?
2. Can the integrated development environment (IDE) provided or suggested by the manufacturer
support object-oriented languages?
3. Do the inherent software commands intuitively describe the intended hardware-based result?
4. Can an operating system (like Linux, Android, etc.) be loaded onto the system?
5. Does the IDE provided or suggested by the manufacturer have debugging capability?
Ease of Implementation (EI):
1. How many software packages need to be installed to program the controller?
2. Is the system supported by multiple operating systems?
3. How many commands are required to illuminate an LED?
4. Can the IDE be run from a USB drive?
5. Do the manufacturers provide “Getting Started” (or equivalent) videos on the embedded system
website (posts originating from site regulators, not user forums)?
Since the CAR parameter is highly subjective, it is up to the designer/instructor to determine the
details of this parameter. This work provides an example of how this can be utilized as described in the
“Course/Application Relevance” part of the next section.
As shown above, each parameter has five questions associated with it. For each of question, either 0
points or 1 point is given, depending on the answer (the details concerning specifically how a 0 or 1 is
given can be found in Appendix A). The points are then summed, with a total possible rating of 5 per
parameter.
III. Discussion of the Measured Parameters
Hardware-Intensive (HI)
Hardware-intensive refers to the level at which a user is required to focus on hardware challenges.

Figure 2: Examples of embedded systems that score high (left)
and low (right) for the hardware-intensive parameter.

As an example of the HI parameter, notice the different types of sockets associated with the
embedded devices in Figure 2. The device on the left has keyed connectors meant for specialized cables.
So, the user does not need to be so aware of how the hardware is connected, and thus it may be fairly
straight forward to deal with the hardware associated with his device. This would lead to a low HI
rating. In contrast, the device on the right has sockets that are not keyed and their size suggest the
availability for discrete component connections (i.e. leaded resistors, capacitors, LEDs, etc.). In this case
the user must be cautious about how hardware is connected, which would lead to a higher HI rating.

Further analysis that exposes similar hardware aspects of embedded systems is given in the form of a
five-question evaluation. Each question proposed regarding the HI parameter is described below (see
Appendix A for further detail).
1. Does the system inherently support through-hole (leaded) components?
Discrete, through-hole components are quite common in hobby electronics and rapid prototyping in
engineering education. An embedded system that supports the addition of these components requires
more focus on the hardware. In contrast, modules that simply plug into the controller require less
focus on hardware.
2. How many components does it take to interface with the controller (wire not included)?
In certain systems, extra modules are required to provide power to the controller as well as
additional peripherals. Having a system with on-board power regulation minimizes extraneous
connections and the concern of whether or not enough power is provided, diverting focus from the
hardware.
3. Is a separate breadboard needed to interface with discrete components?
Some embedded systems have built-in breadboards. This suggests that the supporting documentation
will explain how it works. Requiring a separate breadboard assumes the user will know or research
how it works, and thus requires more focus on hardware.
4. Is the controller readily programmable via USB?
Different embedded systems can be programmed in different ways. The most common ways to
program a microcontroller from a user’s perspective are via in-circuit serial programming (ICSP)
and the universal serial bus (USB). Since USB is a widely accepted standard and simply requires a
cable (in most cases), having this diverts attention from hardware issues. The ICSP interface requires
that the user is familiar the ICSP pins on the controller and has a separate programmer that interfaces
with the IDE.
5. Are the peripheral interface connectors keyed?
When interfacing peripherals, having keyed connectors diverts attention from hardware challenges.
Connectors that are not keyed require the user to be familiar with power pins, polarity of
components, etc.
In this experiment, quantitative conclusions were drawn from the data accumulated from the
response to questions in Appendix A. The HI parameter has a rating that can range from 0 to 5, where 0
indicates that the system requires low focus on hardware challenges and 5 requires high focus.
Software-Intensive (SI)
Software-intensive refers to the level at which a user is required to focus on software challenges.

Figure 3: Examples of embedded systems that score high (left) and low (right) for the software-intensive parameter.

As an example of the SI parameter, take note of the two snippets of code in Figure 3. Each snippet
corresponds to a different embedded system, both attempting to illuminate an LED with minimum
amount of code. The code on the left is short and simple, with commands that intuitively describe the
device and its hardware-based actions. The code on the right seems fairly complex for such a minimal
task, with commands that are not so intuitive. In this case the embedded system in the left part of Figure
3 would score low in SI, while the system on the right would score high.
Further analysis that exposes similar software aspects of embedded systems is given in the form of a
five-question evaluation. Each question proposed regarding the SI parameter is described below (see
Appendix A for further detail).
1. Is a bootloader required to program the device as the system manufacturer intended?
Bootloaders are libraries that need to be specially programmed to a controller to allow for a more
high-level interface. Burning a bootloader to the device requires an understanding of its use, how to
perform such a task, and thus more focus on software.
2. Can the IDE provided or suggested by the manufacturer support object-oriented languages?
Object-oriented languages are intended to relieve the user of certain complications that hardwarelevel languages face. Thus, a system with object-oriented programming capability allows the user to
focus more on software challenges.
3. Do the inherent software commands intuitively describe the intended hardware-based result?
In many embedded systems, the programming languages used are widely known and generally not
specific to the device alone. Manufacturers usually provide libraries, header files, etc. that make
interfacing to the specific hardware easier. However, it is becoming more common that these wellknown languages are being modified or refined to contain commands or structures that are better
suited with the hardware. Often times these modifications include commands whose name reflect the
desired hardware-based outcome. For example, the command “analogRead(2)” reads the analog
voltage at pin 2 on a certain embedded system. This is a built-in function which is pre-installed with
the IDE for this device. Systems with built-in commands that intuitively describe the intended result
generally allow the user to focus less on software challenges.

4. Can an operating system (like Linux, Android, etc.) be loaded onto the system?
Embedded systems that can have operating systems installed on them generally direct focus on
software challenges.
5. Does the IDE provided or suggested by the manufacturer have debugging capability?
Having debugging capability increases potential capabilities and challenges in software.
In this experiment, quantitative conclusions were drawn from the data accumulated from the
response to questions in Appendix A. The SI rating ranges from 0 to 5, where 0 indicates that the system
requires low focus of software challenges and 5 requires high focus.
Ease-of-Implementation (EI)
An embedded system that is easy to implement has technical support that provides information
consistent with observations in lab (i.e. how “trustworthy” the provided information is), requires few
steps to install software, and overall has little overhead from the user’s perspective. Additionally, for
every embedded system experimented with, there are communities that offer technical support or
supplementary documentation. However, this support is more intuitive for some embedded systems than
for others. These communities can be formed and regulated by the embedded system designers, or it
may be formed by a third party. The EI parameter is a measure of the how quickly and easily the
embedded system can be used, as well as how versatile the system is in different environments.
Analysis that exposes implementation aspects of embedded systems is given in the form of a fivequestion evaluation. Each question proposed regarding the EI parameter is described below (see
Appendix A for further detail).
1. How many software packages need to be installed to program the controller?
In some cases many different software packages need to be installed with required permissions on
the computer. This suggests it is relatively difficult to implement the embedded system, as opposed
to those that require only one package.
2. Is the system supported by multiple operating systems?
Having a versatile embedded system that is supported on multiple operating systems can decrease
implementation issues for the user.
3. How many commands are required to illuminate an LED?
This question tests how easily the embedded system can access IO ports. In certain systems, this can
be more cumbersome than others (Figure 3).
4. Can the IDE be run from a USB drive?
For some systems, the IDE software simply needs to be downloaded and extracted to a folder for it
to run and program the device. This capability suggests easy implementation and portability.
5. Do the manufacturers provide “Getting Started” (or equivalent) videos on the embedded system
website (posts originating from site regulators, not user forums)?
With recent efforts in the rapid deployment of media, it is often preferred to watch a video on how to
get started with an embedded system rather than read a document. A system with reliable and
appropriate “Getting Started” videos can be easier to implement than those without.

In this experiment, quantitative conclusions were drawn from the data accumulated from the
responses to questions in Appendix A. The EI parameter has a rating that can range from 0 to 5, where 0
indicates that the embedded device is not very easy to implement and 5 means that the device is easy to
implement quickly.
It should be noted that the EI parameter is slightly subjective. This work proposes questions that
have been influenced by experience in a standardized lab environment. In many of these environments,
there is little control of the workstation file system permissions. Therefore, in addition to how easy the
embedded system is to use from a user’s perspective, the perspective of a lab instructor is also taken into
consideration.
Course/Application Relevance (CAR)
The CAR parameter refers to whether or not the embedded system is suited for the course being
offered or the application at hand. Therefore, this parameter is subjective based on the purpose of the
course or application. For example, a class that aims to focus primarily on hands-on circuit-oriented
problem solving may favor an embedded system that scores a high HI parameter. Alternatively, a class
that stresses programming technique and syntax may favor a system scoring a high SI parameter.
Overall, the CAR parameter is a personal judgment based on the embedded system’s practicality with
respect to objectives of the course or application offered.
In this experiment, concluding results were based on a course offered for freshman electrical
engineers at Iowa State University. In this course, one of the main objectives is to emphasize creative
systems-level problem solving using critical thinking. Additionally, it is desired to have hands-on
experience with circuits and measurement devices. The authors decided that the appropriate embedded
system for this course must have an EI rating no less than 3, an HI rating greater than or equal to 3, and
an HI rating greater than or equal to the SI rating.
IV. Results
Based on the data accumulated from the responses to questions proposed in Appendix A,
conclusions were drawn about the HI, SI, and EI parameters (Table 1). These parameters played a role in
deciding whether or not the system was relevant to a freshman electrical engineering course at Iowa
State University.
Embedded System

HI

SI

EI

Arduino
TI Launchpad
Leaflabs Maple
.NET Gadgeteer
Tinkerforge
Phidgets

CAR (Y/N)
Y
Y
Y
N
N
N

Table 1: Quantified data based on results of Appendix A questions

It was found that of the embedded systems experimented with, the Arduino, TI Launchpad, and
Leaflabs Maple were suited for the course described. Although the .NET Gadgeteer, Tinkerforge, and
Phidgets systems are versatile and highly capable, they did not score well in this study for EI, nor did
they meet the overall criteria put forth by the authors. For systems that score low on both HI and SI, it
does not necessarily mean that they are neither hardware- nor software-intensive systems. It only means
that with respect to a learner-centric environment, the systems may not be well suited. There are many

other systems available as well that were not included in this study, so the presented data serves as
preliminary results.
V. Conclusion
In this work, a novel and practical method for categorizing embedded systems was proposed, and
implementation and assessment were performed in a freshman Electrical Engineering classroom at Iowa
State University. Results from applying this method showed that the Arduino, TI Launchpad, and
Leaflabs Maple embedded systems were well suited for a course that aims to emphasize creative
systems-level problem solving using critical thinking and hands-on, hardware-based activities.
Competitive products, such as the .NET Gadgeteer, Tinkerforge, and Phidgets systems were found to be
not as well suited based on this evaluation method. There are many other competitive systems that were
not evaluated, so the presented data serves as preliminary results.
With the newly proposed method, and given the purpose and goals of a course or application,
objective research about an embedded system could predict, in general, overall level of effort. This
could allow for further confidence in choosing an embedded system without the time-intensive task of
experimenting with the many systems available.
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Appendix A: Questions for and Results of Quantitative Analysis
Hardware-Intensive (HI)
The questions that led to the quantitative conclusions for hardware-intensive are the following:
1. Does the system inherently support through-hole (leaded) components?
a. Yes (1 points)
b. No (0 point)
2. How many components does it take to interface with the controller (wire not included)?
a. 1 (0 points)
b. Greater than 1 (1 point)
3. Is a separate breadboard needed to interface with discrete components?
a. Yes (1 points)
b. No (0 point)
4. Is the controller readily programmable via USB?
a. Yes (0 points)
b. No (1 point)
5. Are the peripheral interface connectors keyed?
a. Yes (0 points)
b. No (1 point)
Software-Intensive (SI)
The questions that led to the quantitative conclusions for software-intensive are the following:
1. Is a bootloader required to program the device as the system manufacturer intended?
a. Yes (1 point)
b. No (0 points)
2. Can the IDE provided or suggested by the manufacturer support object-oriented languages?
a. Yes (1 point)
b. No (0 points)
3. Do the inherent software commands intuitively describe the intended hardware-based result?
a. Yes (0 point)
b. No (1 points)
4. Can an operating system (like Linux, Android, etc.) be loaded onto the system?
a. Yes (1 point)
b. No (0 points)
5. Does the IDE provided or suggested by the manufacturer have debugging capability?
a. Yes (1 point)
b. No (0 points)
Ease of Implementation (EI)
1. How many software packages need to be installed to program the controller?
a. Only 1 (1 point)
b. Greater than 1 (0 points)
2. Is the system supported by multiple operating systems?
a. Yes (1 point)
b. No (0 points)
3. How many commands are required to illuminate an LED?
a. Less than or equal to 6 (1 point)

b. Greater than 6 (0 points)
4. Can the IDE be run from a USB drive?
a. Yes (1 point)
b. No (0 points)
5. Do the manufacturers provide “Getting Started” (or equivalent) videos on the embedded system
website (posts originating from site regulators, not user forums)?
a. Yes (1 point)
b. No (0 points)
Results
.NET Gadgeteer

Arduino
Question
1
2
3
4
5
Total

HI
1
0
1
0
1
3/5

SI
1
1
0
0
0
2/5

EI
1
1
1
1
0
4/5

HI
1
0
1
0
1
3/5

HI
0
1
1
0
0
2/5

SI
1
1
1
0
1
4/5

EI
0
0
0
0
1
1/5

Tinkerforge

Leaflabs Maple
Question
1
2
3
4
5
Total

Question
1
2
3
4
5
Total

TI Launchpad

SI
1
1
0
0
0
2/5

EI
1
1
1
1
0
4/5

Question
1
2
3
4
5
Total

Question
1
2
3
4
5
Total

HI
1
0
1
0
1
3/5

SI
0
1
1
0
1
3/5

EI
1
1
1
0
1
4/5

HI
0
0
1
0
0
1/5

SI
1
1
0
1
1
4/5

EI
0
1
1
0
0
2/5

Phidgets
HI
0
1
1
0
0
2/5

SI
0
1
0
0
1
2/5

EI
0
1
0
0
0
1/5

Question
1
2
3
4
5
Total

