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Abstract

Application Specific Instruction Set Processors (ASIPs)
combine the high performance of dedicated hardware with
the flexibility of programmable solutions. Architecture De-
scription Languages (ADLs) describe ASIPs on an instruction-
accurate or cycle-accurate abstraction level. Accurate infor-
mation about the physical parameters cannot be obtained on
this level of abstraction. For this, a hardware model on Regis-
ter Transfer Level (RTL) and a subsequent gate-level synthesis
is required. Several projects deal with the topic of generating
a hardware description model from an ADL. Currently, those
approaches focus only on the desired processor core and omit
architectural features, such as a debug mechanism or JTAG in-
terface. The acceptance of ASIPs compared to other heteroge-
nous solutions, dedicated to combine performance and flexi-
bility, can only be achieved if well known processor features
are supported. In this paper, we propose an automatic gener-
ation of JTAG interface and debug mechanism from an ADL.
This generation is embedded into our RTL processor synthe-
sis tool, which is based on the Language for Instruction Set
Architectures (LISA).

1 Introduction

ADLs are used to map a given application to an optimized
programmable architecture. These ASIPs combine high per-
formance of dedicated hardware with the flexibility of a pro-
grammable solution. The required design space exploration
is based on ADLs, which enable a fast incorporation of ar-
chitectural changes. The architecture description is used to
automatically derive software tools, for example C-compiler,
assembler, linker and simulator within a few minutes.

The design space exploration, based on ADLs, is per-
formed on a high level of abstraction and lacks accurate in-
formation about physical parameters, leading to a sub-optimal
solution. These parameters (like chip area, clock speed and
power consumption) can be accurately derived from a hard-
ware model on RTL and a subsequent gate-level synthesis.
To obtain accurate performance figures, while preserving the

speed of design space exploration using an ADL, an auto-
mated approach to generate the RTL description from the ADL
is mandatory. Several projects deal with the topic of gen-
erating a hardware description model from an ADL [1] [2]
[3]. Currently, those approaches focus on the processor core
and omit architectural features, such as a debug mechanism
or JTAG interface. The acceptance of ASIPs can only be
achieved if popular processor features are supported.

One of these features is a hardware debug mechanism. It
enables the designer to debug software in its final hardware
environment by giving access to the state of the processor core
via an additional interface. The JTAG interface is commonly
used for this.

During ASIP design, there are two possibilities to integrate
a processor feature (for instance, a debug mechanism):

• Changes can be implemented manually either to the ADL
description or to the already generated description on
RTL. These changes are not possible without accepting
increased development time and the risk of fatal errors.

• The solution, we propose, is to integrate the generation
of processor features into the synthesis step from ADL to
RTL. Here, the influence of a generated processor feature
on the physical parameters can be taken into account dur-
ing design space exploration without affecting the speed
of the exploration.

The contribution of this paper is to present the first auto-
matic generation of a JTAG interface and debug mechanism
from an ADL. This generation is embedded into our RTL pro-
cessor synthesis [4] [5] from the LISA [6] processor descrip-
tion language. This approach has been used successfully to
generate different architectures completely on RTL [7] [8].
Using our approach, the designer is able to include necessary
debugging capabilities into the target architecture and to eval-
uate the impact on the performance early in the designing pro-
cess.
The paper is organized as follows: section 2 lists related work
and introduces the Nexus and JTAG standard. Afterwards,
section 3 discusses the changes required in the generated pro-
cessor core in order to support debug functionality. Section



4 describes the functionality of the generated JTAG interface
and section 5 presents the functionality concerning the gener-
ated debug mechanism. The results are discussed in section 6.
This paper ends with conclusion and future work.

2 Related Work

In this section, the related work concerning RTL synthesis
from ADLs, architecture design systems, the debugging stan-
dard Nexus and the JTAG standard for a test access port are
discussed.

2.1 RTL Synthesis from ADLs

Several ADLs support HDL-code generation from higher
level of abstractions than RTL. So far, publications about an
automatic generation of JTAG interface and debug mechanism
from ADLs are not known.

Some of the ADLs strongly oriented towards the
instruction-set are ISDL [9] and nML [10]. For example, the
synthesis tool HGEN [1] generates synthesizable Verilog code
from an ISDL description. The HDL generator GO from Tar-
get Compilers Technologies [11], which is an industrial prod-
uct, is based on the architecture description language nML.
The project Sim-HS [3] is also based on the nML description
language and generates synthesizable Verilog models from
Sim-nML models.

There are also approaches based on a combination of in-
struction set/architecture description. Some of them are the
ADL EXPRESSION [12] [2], FlexWare [13] which is more
related to RTL than the level of ADL, the PEAS-III [14] and
the derived ASIP-Meister [15] that work with a set of prede-
fined components. Information on JTAG Interface and debug
mechanism generation from any of these approaches is cur-
rently not available.

2.2 Architecture Design Systems

In addition to the work based on ADLs, architecture design
systems have to be discussed here. The XTensa [16] environ-
ment from Tensilica [17] allows the user to select and config-
ure predefined hardware elements. Hence, the design space
exploration can be performed very efficiently and synthesis
results are convincing. This approach is known to generate a
JTAG interface and debug mechanism automatically. Detailed
information about the performance is not publicly available.
The S5000 family from Stretch [18] is based on the XTensa
architecture and is enhanced with a flexible FPGA part, which
is used to extend the instruction set. This design does contain
a JTAG interface which makes the in-circuit debugging possi-
ble. The PICO (program in, chip out) [19] system developed
by the HP-labs is based on a configurable architecture, includ-
ing nonprogrammable accelerators and cache subsystems. In-
formation about the generation of a debug mechanism is not
known for the PICO system.

2.3 The Nexus Standard

In 1999, the Nexus 5001 Forum released a standard for
a global embedded processor debug interface called Nexus
standard [20]. Nexus compliant debug interfaces are divided
into four classes. The standard specifies features supported
for each class. Class 1 compliant devices implement least
and class 4 compliant devices implement most features. The
standard also declares specifications about the download and
upload rate of the debug port and whether it is full- or half-
duplex. Additionally, the Nexus standard defines an Applica-
tion Programming Interface (API) for the debug mechanism.
A complete list of the features required for a certain class can
be found in [20].

A processor with Nexus debug interface is capable of
switching to a special operation mode for debugging, when
the processor core is halted. The current state of the processor
core can be analyzed or modified via the debug mechanism.
This operation mode is calleddebug mode. The usual opera-
tion mode is calleduser mode. The basic features required for
making use of the debug mechanism are listed below.

Entering debug mode and returning to user mode:The
debug mode can be requested via an external pin. Also, debug
mode is entered whenever a breakpoint interrupt occurs.

Single step instruction in debug mode and re-enter de-
bug mode: Sometimes it is very important to observe every
step of execution of a critical part of an application. In this
case, it is indispensable to run the instructions step by step.

Register access in debug mode:The current state of the
registers of the processor core (the so called user registers)
have to be read in order to determine the current state of the
processor. Writing to the user registers is useful to intervene
during execution of a program and to force a special processor
state.

Memory access in debug mode:Similar to the state of the
user registers, the content of the memory may be of interest
during debugging. Therefore, it is useful to have read access
to the memory in debug mode. Write access again gives the
opportunity to manipulate the execution of a program.

Hardware breakpoints: Similar to breakpoints in debug-
gers used for software development, Nexus debug interfaces
also support hardware breakpoints. If a breakpoint is hit, the
processor switches to debug mode.

For low rate half-duplex debug ports the Nexus standard
makes use of the IEEE 1149.1 port, commonly known as
JTAG port.

2.4 The IEEE Standard Test Access Port (JTAG)

The IEEE standard 1149.1 ”Standard Test Access Port
and Boundary-Scan Architecture” was originally introduced
in February 1990 by the Joint Test Action Group (JTAG).
It has been modified several times up to its current version
1149.1-2001 [21]. The standard defines a test access port and
a boundary-scan architecture for digital integrated circuits and
for the digital portions of mixed analog/digital integrated cir-
cuits. The acronym JTAG became synonymous with this stan-
dard over the years.



2.4.1 The Boundary-Scan

The boundary-scan test architecture provides means to test in-
terconnects between integrated circuits on a board without us-
ing physical test probes. It adds a boundary-scan cell that in-
cludes multiplexers and latches to each pin on the device (fig-
ure 1). A detailed description of a boundary scan cell can be
found in [21]. For a JTAG implementation, according to the
IEEE standard, the integration of a boundary scan using pad
cells is mandatory.

Figure 1. JTAG Interface and Boundary-Scan

2.4.2 The Test Access Port

The Test Access Port (TAP) is a five pin (TCK, TMS, TRST,
TDI, TDO) general purpose port, which can be used to access
additional functionality of the chip (e.g. the boundary scan
chain). Data is propagated serially via TDI towards TDO into
and out of the architecture. A detailed description of the ports
and their purpose can be found in [21]. The TAP controller is
the major component of a JTAG interface. Its functionality is
well defined and not subject of our investigations.

In order to provide access to vendor-defined functionality
via the JTAG interface, it is possible to connect special regis-
ters, the so calledtest data registers, serially between TDI and
TDO. The TAP controller selects the current connected regis-
ter. Not only atest data registermay be selected, but also the
boundary scan chain as shown in figure 1.

3 Extensions to the Processor Core

This section describes required changes to the synthesized
processor core in order to support debugging functionality.

The LISA model description does not have to be modified
to include the debug mechanism. Configurations for this fea-
ture are applied via a Graphical User Interface (GUI), which
guides the complete synthesis process.

The general structure of a processor core generated from
a LISA processor description is briefly introduced, before the
changes are explained in detail.

3.1 Processor Core Structure

The following three terms will be referred to:
Entitiesmodel the hierarchical structure of the architecture.

Every entity is implemented as anentity(VHDL) or a module
(Verilog) on RTL.

A unit implements a cohesive functional block. It is defined
by its purpose, its input and output. A unit is implemented as
one or severalprocesses(VHDL) or always blocks(Verilog).

A path establishes links between units. Paths contain
one or more signals. For instance, a write path contains
a signal for enabling the access, a signal propagating the
data and a signal transmitting the address (in case of an
array access). By using paths, signals can be established,
that transmit information over the boundary of an en-
tity. The signals contained in paths are represented on RTL
assignalsandports(VHDL) or regs/wiresandports(Verilog).

Figure 2. Example Architecture Structure

An example entity structure is shown in figure 2. Entities
are represented as rectangles, units as round-cornered boxes
and paths as arrows. For simplicity, only the pipeline con-
troller unit is shown here as a representative unit.

Regarding the different components synthesized from
LISA, the user registers, memories and pipeline registers are
affected when generating the debug mechanism (indicated by
the gray color in figure 2). These are the elements, which store
the current processor state and thus must be accessible by the
debug mechanism in two ways. On the one hand, the processor
has to be halted in debug mode. Therefore, any write access to
storage elements of the core has to be blocked. On the other
hand, read and write access to these elements are necessary to
determine and manipulate the state of the core.

Required changes to the storage elements of the core,
namely user registers, pipeline registers and memories are dis-
cussed in the following subsections.

3.2 Registers with Debug Support

The structure of the register implementation is depicted in
figure 3. This schematic describes the fundamental principle
of the general register access and the debug functionality. In
this example, we are assumingn read and write paths to a reg-
ister file withm elements. The white boxes illustrate the reg-
ular processes required for the register implementation. The



write paths coming from functional units are routed to the par-
ticular element of the register file via a cross-connect. The
synchronous register implementation leads to the read cross-
connect, which routes the register values to the read paths.

Figure 3. Register Implementation

The additional gray boxes are only necessary for the imple-
mentation of debug functionality. Those represent processes
for setting a register value, reading a register value and detect-
ing breakpoints. Additional paths are shown as dotted arrows.

The debug write process takes care of two functionalities
required for debugging. First, it blocks theenablesignals
whenever theregister enableis inactive. As a result, the reg-
ister does not change its value anymore. Theregister en-
ablepath is a general path indicating whether the processor is
halted and therefore has to maintain its current state. Similar
functionality is implemented for all other storage elements of
the architecture. Thus, it is possible to halt the complete core
in its current state by setting theregister enableinactive. Sec-
ond, the register value can be overwritten by the debug write
process. The value to be written and the according control
signals are provided via debug write paths.

Through the debug read process the current register values
are propagated via debug read paths. Note, that the debug read
and write access is only generated for those register elements,
which were configured with the GUI to provide this access. In
figure 3, this is done for only two elements.

The detection of breakpoints is also only applied for regis-
ters selected with the GUI. Hardware breakpoints are divided
into program and data breakpoints. Whenever a breakpoint is
hit, the processor core is switched to debug mode.
Program breakpoints (sometimes also denoted as instruction
breakpoints) are activated before the instruction associated
with a pre-selected address, changes the state of the architec-
ture. Thus, they are related to the program counter register.
Data breakpoints are related to any other user register. A data
breakpoint is activated when the selected user register is writ-
ten to. Moreover, data breakpoints may be value sensitive.
This means the breakpoint is activated only if a certain prede-
fined value is written.
In the breakpoint detection process, the register value is com-
pared with the according breakpoint value provided via break-
point control paths. In case of a match, the breakpoint hit is

signaled via the breakpoint detection path. In order to detect a
breakpoint correctly, thewrite enablealso has to be taken into
account, such that the breakpoint is only hit if the value has
just been written. If the breakpoint is not value sensitive, the
write enableis the only signal evaluated for the detection.

3.3 Pipeline Registers with Debug Support

The modifications to the pipeline register implementation
in order to support debug functionality are very similar to
those for user registers. The implementation only differs, be-
cause stalls and flushes have to be treated properly. A de-
tailed discussion is omitted here, since this difference is not
important for the implementation changes resulting from de-
bug functionality.

3.4 Memories with Debug Support

The general idea of accessing memories in debug mode is
equivalent to the mechanism for registers. The basic differ-
ence is, that in the case of register implementation the debug
access can be included directly into the register implementa-
tion. Memories, being inseparable basic blocks with a limited
number of ports, do not allow an embedded generation of de-
bug mechanism like registers. Thus, the default read and write
ports have to be used for debug access.

Figure 4. Memory Implementation
Figure 4 shows an example of a memory with one dedi-

cated read and one dedicated write port. There aren write
andm read paths connected to the memory. They are mapped
to the existing memory ports in the access mapping process.
The gray illustrated debug access process is used in two ways.
By evaluating theregister enablesignal write accesses can be
blocked in debug mode. This is necessary in order to maintain
the current processor state. Additionally, the process bypasses
a debug read and write access during debug mode.

3.5 Effort Estimation

As shown in the previous sections, the effort for changing
the core implementation on RTL manually in order to support
debug features cannot be neglected. Especially, an exploration
of different configurations of debug functionality would be
very time consuming, if changes to the register implementa-
tion and the implementation of access mapping for memories
would have to be applied manually.



4 JTAG Interface Generation

We developed a debug mechanism, suited to architectures
of various domains. Its features are accessed by sending
debugging instructions through the JTAG interface. The
standard compliant way to establish test features, which
are accessible via the JTAG interface, makes use of vendor
definedtest data registers.

Figure 5. Extended Model Structure with Debug
Mechanism

As shown in figure 5, the architecture entity is embedded in
the top level entity, where theTAP controllerand thetest data
register is also placed. In order to control the automatically
generated debug mechanism, onetest data registeris instan-
tiated. The generated JTAG interface and debug mechanism
communicates (only) through this single register. Thus, the
debug mechanism can also be generated without JTAG inter-
face. In this case, the control of the debug interface is up to the
designer. Due to this concept, our approach is highly flexible.

The test data registeris the connection between the JTAG
interface and the debug mechanism. A direct connection of
the paths resulting from the core modifications to atest data
register is hardly possible. Thus, special units have to be in-
troduced in order to support debug functionality (debug state
machineandmode control). They are connected between the
test data registerand the modified processor core. A detailed
description is included in the next section.

TheTAP controllerwrites thetest data debug registerseri-
ally in order to control the debug mechanism. Data, which is
written, is stored left most in the register and data to be read is
stored right most. By this, unnecessary shifting of the register
is avoided. TheTAP controllerunit is mapped to a Design-
Ware component [22] during the synthesis process.

Our ASIP generation targets complex System-on-Chip
(SoC) designs and the generated ASIP is only one part of the
whole system. Thus, we are not dealing directly with pad cells.
It is up to the designer to complete the implementation accord-
ing to these requirements.

5 Debug Mechanism Generation

In figure 5, the additional units required to implement the
debug mechanism are also shown.

Thedebug state machineaccesses thetest data debug reg-
ister. It receives data words (like instructions,P1) and writes
out the requested data words (such as a register value which
has been read,P2) parallel. Thedebug state machineis the
central element which implements the core functionality of the
whole debug mechanism. It decodes and executes the debug
instructions. Whenever requested data is stored in thetest data
debug register, it is indicated via the additional pin RDYRD.
This is required to establish a reasonable fast communication
through the JTAG interface, since the interface itself is passive
and not able to indicate events itself. Thedebug state machine
is connected to the architecture with several paths as shown in
figure 5 (P3). Via these paths, registers can be accessed (de-
bug read and write paths) and breakpoint values are provided
(breakpoint control paths). The mapping of thedebug state
machineunit to processes during the synthesis is strongly in-
fluenced by the configuration of the debug mechanism given
via the GUI.

Themode controlis a state machine to change the proces-
sor core from user mode to debug mode. The paths between
the mode controland thedebug state machine(P4) are used
to indicate the current mode and to transmit mode changing
instructions (e.g. single cycle execution) to themode control
unit. Two additional pins are directly connected to themode
control: DBG REQ is dedicated to switch the processor to de-
bug mode via interrupt; DBGMD indicates the current mode
of the processor to the outside. The paths connecting themode
controland the architecture (P5) are used to notify breakpoint
hits (breakpoint detection paths) and to indicate a required halt
of the processor (register enable path).

6 Results

The impact of a debug mechanism to the gate level synthe-
sis results, such as clock speed and area, are discussed in this
section.
The sample architecture is derived from the Motorola 6811 ar-
chitecture [23]. This pipelined architecture with three pipeline
stages and 16/32 bit instruction word is assembly compatible
to the original architecture. All syntheses were done using a
0.18µm technology. The area without debug mechanism (ta-
ble 1, run 1) is 31.6 kGates, whereas an implementation with
full debug support (table 1, run 2) takes 45.6 kGates. This is
an increase of 44%. Full debug support means, that each of
the 26 user registers can be written/ read while the processor
is in debug mode and one breakpoint can be set to every regis-
ter. Additionally, four program breakpoints can be set.
By analyzing the results, the major portion of area overhead
is caused by the state machine and the extended register im-
plementation according to section 3 and 5. The main area in-
crease results from the fact, that breakpoints are implemented
independently for each register and thereby introduce addi-
tional flipflops and comparators for each register.
Only five of the 26 registers are accessible directly using as-
sembler instructions. The others are used for internal purposes



(e.g. for the state machine for division instructions). Thus,
data breakpoints related to these registers are not required.
Consequently, in a third synthesis (table 1, run 3), we only
added breakpoints and debug access to the five main regis-
ters. With this reasonably reduced amount of debug capabili-
ties the required chip area for the complete architecture takes
36.4 kGates. This is only an increase of 15 % compared to
the area used for the architecture without debug interface. The
slight decrease of area consumption for the pipeline results
from dynamic optimization criteria of the synthesis tool and
range within its accuracy.

area (kGates)
run 1 run 2 run 3

architecture no debug full debug reduced debug
part capabilities capabilities capabilities

total 31.6 100% 45.6 144% 36.4 115%

pipeline 20.4 100% 20.4 100% 19.7 97%

register file 11.1 100% 15.9 143% 12.1 109%

debug SM - 7.7 3.1
mode control - 0.2 0.2
test-data-reg - 0.6 0.6
TAP controller - 0.6 0.6

Table 1. Area Consumption for Three Configura-
tions of the M68HC11

The implementation has been chosen in such a way that,
potential critical paths are least affected. However, as can be
seen in section 5 the debug-write features could not be fully
removed from this critical path. Thus, there is a theoretical
influence on the timing. Nevertheless, for this case study the
deviations concerning timing range within the accuracy of the
gate level synthesis tool. The data arrival time of the critical
path amounted to about 4.5 ns. Thus, the values of the result-
ing maximum frequencies all are located in the range from 215
MHz to 225 MHz.

7 Conclusion and Future Work

In this paper we presented the first automatic generation
of a JTAG interface and debug mechanism from an ADL. This
generation is embedded into our RTL processor synthesis flow,
which uses the language LISA to generate an RTL represen-
tation of the architecture. The JTAG interface is used as in-
terface to the architecture and thus to the debug mechanism.
The debug mechanism enables features like program and data
breakpoints or register read and write access. The presented
synthesis results clarified that debugging capabilities should
be chosen judiciously, as they have a major effect on the chip
area of the target architecture. Using our RTL processor syn-
thesis tool, the designer is able to perform this selection during
design space exploration.

In our future work we will investigate the suitability of our
debug mechanism for architectures of various domains. More-
over, the results showed, that the current breakpoint imple-
mentation has a major impact on the required area consump-
tion. Different improvements to the current implementation of

breakpoints are being investigated. Their implementation will
be addressed in our future work.
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