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(57) ABSTRACT 

An apparatus and method for delivering repetitive, preci 
Sion, low volume liquid dispensing from a dispensing orifice 
of a non-contact liquid dispensing apparatus. An elongated 
communication passageway of the dispensing apparatus is 
defined by interior walls having one end in fluid communi 
cation with a system fluid reservoir and an opposite end 
terminating at the dispensing orifice. A system fluid is placed 
in the communication passageway extending Substantially 
continuously from the system fluid reservoir to the dispens 
ing orifice. The system fluid reservoir is pressurized at a 
Substantially constant back pressure, with a pressurizing gas, 
preferably helium, that Suppresses in-gassing, and that is 
Substantially insoluble to the system liquid. A dispensing 
liquid is aspirated through the dispensing orifice and into the 
communication passageway Substantially to an interface 
region with the system fluid contained in the communication 
passageway. To effect dispensing, a rapid pressure pulse 
with a predetermined pulse width is applied to the system 
fluid, enabling Substantially accurate, relatively small Vol 
ume, non-contact liquid dispensing of the dispensing liquid 
from the dispensing orifice. 
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Calc Actual 
Pulse Width (ms) Freq (Hz) Freq (Hz) Count 

nBuzzCount F 20, nBuzzDwell = 100; 8 
nBuzzCount F 23; nBuzzDwell = 80; . 10 
nBuzzCount F 30, nBuzzDwell F 65; 13 
nBuzzCount = 40; nBuzzDwell = 50; 17 
nBuzzCount F 50, nBuzzDwell F 40; 21 
in BuzzCount F 66; nBuzzDwell = 30; 28 
nBuzzCount F 100; nBuzzDwell F 20; 42 
nBuzzCount F 133; nBuzzDwell = 15; 56 
nBuzzCount F 160; nBuzzDwell = 12; 70 
nBuzzCount at 200; nBuzzDwell = 10; 84 
nBuzzCount F 290, nBuzzDwell = 7; 120 
nBuzzCount F 400; nBuzzDwell = 5; 168 
nBuzzCount F 500; nBuzzDwell F 4, 210 
nBuzzCount = 670; nBuzzDwell = 3; 280 
nBuzzCount F 1000; nBuzzDwell = 2, 420 

FIG. 7 
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Gravimetric Calibration Curve 

TABLE II 

Volume Per 
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Sequence Pulse 
Widthus 

FIG. 11 
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TABLE IV 

Base Reps 200 
Xtal 20 Base Pulse 720000 

Calculated Pulse 
Volume 0.1 - 1.0L Pulse (us) Range 
LOW Pulse 3600 3600 
High Pulse 3OOOO 4556 956 
Range 8.333333 5766 1210 
Multiplier 1.265649 7298 1532 

9237 1939 
11691 24.54 
14797 3106 
18728 3931 
23703 4975 
3OOOO 6297 

Base Reps 30 Base Pulse 711 OOO 
Calculated Pulse 

Volume 1.0 - 10.0pull Pulse (us) Range 
Low Pulse 23700 23700 
High Pulse 2OOOOO 30O38 6338 
Range 8,438819 38071 8033 
Multiplier 1267419 48252 10181 

61155 12903 
7.7509 16354 
98.236 2O727 

124506 26270 
157801 33295 
2OOOOO 42199 

Base Reps 5 Base Pulse 789.000 
Calculated Pulse 

Volume 10.0 - 40.0L Pulse (us) Range 
Low Pulse 157800 157800 
High Pulse 7OOOOO 1862O7 284O7 
Range 44.35995 219727 3352O 
Multiplier 1.180016 259281 395.54 

305956 46675 
361033 55077 
426O25 64992 
502716 76691 
5932.13 90497 
700001 106788 

FIG. 19 
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Periods 

Periods 
Pulse (us) 

Periods 
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Calibration Replicate 
Pulse (us) Pulse (us) Pulses 

18O 3600 200 
228 4560 158 
288 5760 125 
365 7300 99 
462 9240 78 
585 11700 62 
740 148OO 49 
936 18720 38 
1185 23700 30 
1500 30000 24 

Calibration Replicate 
Pulse (us) Pulses 

1185 23700 30 
1502 3OO40 24 
1904 3808O 19 
2413 48260 15 
3058 61160 12 
3875 77500 9 
4912 98240 17 
6225 124500 6 
7890 157800 5 
10000 2OOOOO 4 

Calibration Replicate 
Pulse (us) Pulse (us) Pulses 

7890 157800 5 
931O 1862OO 4. 

10986 21972O 4. 
12964 25928O 3 
15298 305960 3 
18052 361040 2 
21301 426O20 2 
25136 502720 2 
29661 593220 1 
35OOO 700000 1 
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SYSTEM AND METHOD FOR REPETITIVE, HIGH 
PERFORMANCE, LOW VOLUME, NON-CONTACT 

LIQUID DISPENSING 

RELATED APPLICATION DATA 

0001. This application is a divisional application of U.S. 
application Ser. No. 10/353,824, filed Jan. 27, 2003, by 
James E. Johnson et al. and entitled, “A METHOD OF 
PURGING TRAPPED GAS FROM A SYSTEM FLUID 
CONTAINED IN AN ACTUATION VALVE, now and 
issued as U.S. Pat. No. 7,169,616, the content of which is 
hereby incorporated by reference herein; which in turn 
claims priority under 35 U.S.C. S 119 to U.S. Provisional 
Application Ser. No. 60/351,858 (Attorney Docket No. 
INVDP004P), naming Johnson et al. inventors, and filed 
Jan. 25, 2002, and entitled METHODS FOR HIGH-PER 
FORMANCE, LOW-VOLUME DISPENSING, the entirety 
of which is incorporated herein by reference in its entirety 
for all purposes. 

TECHNICAL FIELD 

0002 The present invention relates to methods and appa 
ratus for liquid handling, and more particularly, relates to 
methods and apparatus for non-contact, high performance, 
relatively low Volume liquid dispensing. 

Background Art 

0003 Advances in Life Sciences, particularly in genom 
ics and proteomics, have greatly increased the potential 
number of reactions and analyses that must be performed by 
the biotechnology and pharmaceutical industries. An esti 
mated 30 million tests are required to screen a typical 
pharmaceutical company's compound library against target 
receptors. The typical number of tests will increase dramati 
cally as information is gleaned from the sequencing of the 
human genome. To meet these increasing throughput 
demands in an economically feasible manner, miniaturiza 
tion of tests is imperative. 
0004 Technological advances are enabling the demon 
stration and use of microscale chemical/biochemical reac 
tions for performing various types of analyses. Implemen 
tation of these reactions at Such smaller scales offer 
economies that are unmatched by conventional approaches. 
Reduced Volumes can lower costs by an order of magnitude 
but conventional liquid-handling devices fail at the required 
Volumes. Parallel implementation provides even greater 
advantages as demonstrated by the use of high-density plates 
for screening and high-density MALDI-TOF plates for mass 
spectrometry analyses of proteins. The rate-limiting hard 
ware is low Volume liquid transfer technology that is robust 
and Scalable for compounds of interest. With growing 
demand, the development of fluid handling devices adept at 
manipulating Sub-microliter Volumes of multiple reagents is 
needed. 

0005 Current systems for handling liquid reagents often 
employ a "pick and place' technique where a liquid reagent 
sample from a source plate, usually a microtiter plate, is 
picked up and placed into another reservoir known as the 
target plate. This technique is often applied for replicating 
plates, where scale reduction between the source and the 
target plates are beneficially realized. Typically, an appro 
priate Volume is aspirated from a source plate and deposited 
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to a target site on a multiple target plate. In this arrangement, 
reduced sample Volumes and sample spacing are required 
for higher degrees of miniaturization. These liquid handling 
systems can broadly be categorized into two liquid dispens 
ing types: contact liquid dispensing devices and non-contact 
liquid dispensing devices. 

0006. One such type of contact liquid handling is capil 
lary contact dispensing where physical contact is necessary 
for fluid transfer of liquid reagents. By way of example, 
applying a thin, elongated pin tool, the tip of which is dipped 
into a liquid reagent sample in the Source plate, and then 
maneuvered into physical contact with a Substrate surface at 
the target site of the target plate for deposit of the liquid 
reagent sample thereon. Through capillary action, a certain 
amount of liquid will adhere to the tip, and can then be 
transferred to the target site upon contact. 

0007. This approach, however, is inherently volumetri 
cally inaccurate since the amount of fluid adhered to the pin 
tool surface can vary with each cycle. Moreover, due to 
“wicking of the drops, relatively small dispensing Volumes, 
on the order of picoliters, cannot be repetitively attained 
with the Sufficient accuracy required for scaled-down, high 
throughput screening assays when delivering on dry Sur 
faces. Further, to estimate the delivery volume, several 
physical properties and parameters must be considered. 
These include the Surface tension of the liquid reagent, the 
hydraulic state of the substrate surface, the affinity for the 
substrate surface of the reagent fluid, the affinity for the pin 
tool surface of the reagent fluid, the momentum of the 
delivery contact, , and the application of biochemical coat 
ings on the Substrate surface just to name a few. Another 
problem associated with this capillary contact dispensing 
technique is that it is more Vulnerable to inadvertent cross 
contamination of the tool tip and target sites, especially 
when manipulating multiple reagents and the target site 
density is high. Further, fragile biochemical coatings are 
often employed on the surface of the test sites that can be 
easily damaged by the tips of the pin tools during depository 
contact therebetween. 

0008 Regarding non-contact type liquid dispensing sys 
tems, liquid dispensing is performed without any physical 
contact between the dispensing device and the targeted 
Substrate Surface. Typically these systems include positive 
displacement, Syringe-based liquid handlers, piezoelectric 
dispensers and Solenoid-based dispensers, each technology 
of which affords their own advantages and disadvantages. 
Piezoelectric-based systems, for example, are capable of 
accurate delivery of low volume liquid handling tasks on the 
order of picoliters. Further, these devices are used with 
positional-accurate motion control platforms that enables 
increased test site array density. 

0009 While this approach is capable of accurate reagent 
delivery of low volumes on the order of picoliters, one 
problem associated with these systems is that dedicated or 
fixed sample reservoirs are required which are directly 
fluidly coupled to the dispense orifices of the piezoelectric 
head. The application of this non-contact technique, how 
ever, is labor intensive when sub-microliter volumes of 
multiple reagents are required. Moreover, Volumetric preci 
Sion, at picoliter levels are in part due to Small dispensing 
orifice diameters that are subject to frequent plugging. The 
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Scalability of these systems is also reduced since the Small 
diameter of the orifice significantly limits the volume dis 
pense per pulse. 

0010 Solenoid-based actuation for non-contact liquid 
dispensing, on the other hand, tend to be significantly more 
versatile and scalable compared to the piezoelectric-based 
liquid dispenser systems. Using conventional aspiration 
techniques to draw liquid reagent sample into a flow path or 
communication passageway (e.g., of a tube) of the system, 
relatively larger Volumes or replicate Smaller Volumes can 
be dispensed with high precision by the solenoid. 

0011. One problem associated with these designs, how 
ever, is that the Solenoid base actuator must be positioned 
in-line with the dispense flow path. Accordingly, the flow of 
drawn reagent sample through the components of the dis 
pensing actuator can cause detrimental Stiction. Ultimately, 
Volumetric delivery imprecision results, as well a prema 
turely reducing the life of the dispensing actuator. 

0012 To address this problem, other compatible system 
fluids (typically filtered de-ionized water) are applied 
upstream from the aspirated liquid reagents to eliminate 
contact of the reagent with the dispensing actuator. This 
bi-fluid delivery approach has proven successful for dis 
pensing a wide range of repetitive dispensing Volumes. 
However, the aspiration of large overfill volumes is required 
due to dispersion or dilution effect at the liquid interface 
between the sample\reagent and the system fluid. This 
especially holds true with repetitive liquid dispensing where 
the repetitive actuation of the Solenoids causes increased 
agitation at the fluid interface. As shown in the chart of FIG. 
1 (illustrating the measured concentration of the dispensed 
reagent sample versus the dispense sequence), the measured 
concentration of the liquid reagent sample significantly 
degrades after around the 50" to the 60" discharge, although 
the Volumetric accuracy remains constant. 

0013 Accordingly, a scaleable, non-contact, liquid han 
dling system and method is desired that provides repetitive, 
low volume, non-contact liquid dispensing without the deg 
radation in liquid sample\reagent concentration, and with 
Volumetric precision ranging from microliters to nanoliters. 

DISCLOSURE OF INVENTION 

0014. The present invention provides an apparatus and 
method for delivering repetitive, precision, low volume 
liquid dispensing from a dispensing orifice of a non-contact 
liquid dispensing apparatus. An elongated communication 
passageway of the dispensing apparatus is defined by inte 
rior walls having one end in fluid communication with a 
system fluid reservoir and an opposite end terminating at the 
dispensing orifice. A system fluid is placed in the commu 
nication passageway extending Substantially continuously 
from the system fluid reservoir to the dispensing orifice. The 
system fluid reservoir is pressurized at a substantially con 
stant back pressure, with a pressurizing gas, preferably 
helium, that Suppresses in-gassing, and that is substantially 
insoluble to the system liquid. A dispensing liquid is aspi 
rated through the dispensing orifice and into the communi 
cation passageway Substantially to an interface region with 
the system fluid contained in the communication passage 
way. To effect dispensing, a rapid pressure pulse with a 
predetermined pulse width is applied to the system fluid, 
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enabling Substantially accurate, relatively small Volume, 
non-contact liquid dispensing of the dispensing liquid from 
the dispensing orifice. 
0015. In one specific embodiment, a relatively small 
Volume of gaseous fluid is aspirated through the dispensing 
orifice, and into the communication passageway in a manner 
Such that the gaseous fluid extends Substantially continu 
ously across the transverse cross-sectional dimension of the 
communication passageway. Subsequently, when the dis 
pensing liquid is aspirated through the dispensing orifice and 
into the communication passageway, the relatively small 
Volume of aspirated gaseous fluid forms a minute, unitary air 
gap fully enclosed between the interior walls of the com 
munication passageway and a liquid interface between the 
system fluid and the dispensing liquid contained in the 
communication passageway. This air gap Substantially pre 
vents dispersion and dilution therebetween at the liquid 
interface. Further, during liquid dispensing, when the rapid 
pressure pulse is applied to the system fluid, the pressure 
pulse traverses the minute air gap to the dispensing liquid 
without Substantial fluid compression of the minute air gap. 
This enables substantially accurate, relatively small volume, 
non-contact liquid dispensing of the dispensing liquid from 
the dispensing orifice. 
0016. Accordingly, it has been found that aspirating 
Smaller Volumes of in-line gas significantly improve the 
Volumetric dispensing precision and reproducibility not 
capable with volumes greater than about 5.0 microliters. 
Applying a single, continuous air gap in the range of about 
250 nanoliters to about 2.0 microliters, extending across the 
transverse cross sectional dimension of the communication 
passageway, precision low volume, non-contact, liquid dis 
pensing can be delivered from these non-contact, liquid 
dispensing devices while maintaining sufficient separation 
of the liquids at the interface to minimize dispersion and 
dilution by the system fluid. 
0017. These discrete air gaps essentially behave as sub 
stantially incompressible fluids, unlike air gaps larger than 
about 10 microliters for the given diameters. As the pressure 
pulse propagates down the communication passageway 
(originating from the back pressure and the opening and 
closing of the dispensing actuator as will be described 
below), the pressure pulse can traverse this discrete air gap 
interface without significant loss of energy due to compli 
ance. This enables greater control of the pressure pulse 
across the dispensing orifice for repetitive, precise, low 
Volume, non-contact liquid dispensing in the picoliter to 
microliter. 

0018. As indicated, the system fluid is pressurized with 
helium gas, to Suppress in-gassing, at a substantially con 
stant back pressure. Thus, a rapid actuation dispensing valve 
in fluid communication with the communication passage 
way, positioned downstream from the system fluid reservoir 
and upstream from the air gap, can be actuated to perform 
fluid flow. The back pressure, in one arrangement, is in the 
range of about 2.0 psi to about 15.0 psi, and preferably about 
8.0 psi. 
0019. The air gap is preferably metered into the dispens 
ing orifice through a metered analytical aspiration device, 
fluidly coupled to the communication passageway. One Such 
device is a metered analytical Syringe. The dispensing liquid 
may also be metered into the communication passageway 
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through this aspiration device, maintaining the air gap 
greater than about 1.0 to about 3.0 inches from the dispens 
ing valve. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

0020. The assembly of the present invention has other 
objects and features of advantage which will be more readily 
apparent from the following description of the best mode of 
carrying out the invention and the appended claims, when 
taken in conjunction with the accompanying drawing, in 
which: 

0021 FIG. 1 is a chart illustrating the performance (mea 
Sured in reagent concentration) of a sequence of 100 ml 
reagent dispenses utilizing a non-contact liquid dispensing 
system without the application of an in-line air gap. 

0022 FIG. 2 is a schematic diagram of the non-contact 
liquid dispensing system incorporating an in-line air gap 
constructed in accordance with the present invention. 
0023 FIG. 3 is a schematic diagram of a multiple chan 
nel, non-contact, liquid dispensing system that incorporates 
the in-line air gap in accordance with the present invention. 
0024 FIG. 4 is an alternative schematic diagram of FIG. 
3. 

0.025 FIG. 5 is a chart illustrating the performance (mea 
Sured in reagent concentration) of a sequence of 100 ml 
reagent dispenses utilizing the non-contact liquid dispensing 
system with the application of an in-line air gap, in accor 
dance with the present invention. 
0026 FIG. 6 is a top perspective view of a X-Y-Z “Pick 
and Place' mechanism utilized in combination with the 
present invention. 
0027 FIG. 7 is a Table of one specific set of frequencies 
utilized in the “purge' routine in accordance with the present 
invention. 

0028 FIG. 8 is an enlarged, fragmentary bottom plan 
view, in cross-section, of an orifice plug detection assembly 
constructed in accordance with the present invention, and 
mounted to an array of nozzles. 
0029 FIG. 9 is a fragmentary side elevation view, in 
cross-section, of the orifice plug detection assembly of FIG. 
8. 

0030 FIG. 10 is a graph of a Calibration Profile for 
dispense Volumes ranging from 0.1 microliter to 1.0 micro 
liter constructed in accordance with the calibration tech 
nique of the present invention. 

0031 FIG. 11 is a Table of one specific set of measured 
calibration points selected to construct the Calibration Pro 
file of FIG. 10. 

0032 FIG. 12 is a graph of a Non-Linear Dispense Profile 
illustrating transient and static flow through the dispensing 
valve correlating to the open valve time (i.e., the pulse 
width). 
0033 FIG. 13 is a Table of data relating to three specific 
ranges of dispensing volumes, including measured calibra 
tion points selected to construct the Calibration Profiles of 
FIGS 14-18. 
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0034 FIG. 14 is a graph of a Calibration Profile for 
dispense Volumes ranging from 1.0 microliter to 10.0 micro 
liters constructed in accordance with the calibration tech 
nique of the present invention. 
0035 FIG. 15 is a graph of a Calibration Profile for 
dispense volumes ranging from 10.0 microliters to 40.0 
microliters constructed in accordance with the calibration 
technique of the present invention. 
0036 FIG. 16 is a graph of a Tri-Range Composite 
Calibration Profile for the Calibration Profiles of FIGS. 10, 
14 and 15. 

0037 FIG. 17 is a graph of a Dual-Range Composite 
Calibration Profile for the Calibration Profiles of FIGS. 10 
and 14. 

0038 FIG. 18 is a graph of a Dual-Range Composite 
Calibration Profile for the Calibration Profiles of FIGS. 14 
and 15. 

0.039 FIG. 19 is a Table of data relating to three specific 
ranges of dispensing Volumes, including data for selecting 
the intermediary measured calibration points between the 
lower and upper base pulse widths. 

BEST MODE OF CARRYING OUT THE 
INVENTION 

0040. While the present invention will be described with 
reference to a few specific embodiments, the description is 
illustrative of the invention and is not to be construed as 
limiting the invention. Various modifications to the present 
invention can be made to the preferred embodiments by 
those skilled in the art without departing from the true spirit 
and scope of the invention as defined by the appended 
claims. It will be noted here that for a better understanding, 
like components are designated by like reference numerals 
throughout the various figures. 
0041 Referring now to FIG. 2, a non-contact liquid 
handling method and system, generally designated 20, is 
provided which is capable of precise low volume, liquid 
dispensing onto a target or destination Substrate Surface 21. 
Broadly, in one specific embodiment, the liquid handling 
system 20 includes a pressure Subsystem 22, a fluid aspira 
tion (input) Subsystem 23, a fluid dispensing (output) Sub 
system 25 and a fluid switching subsystem 26. More par 
ticularly, the pressure Subsystem 22 of the liquid handling 
system 20 includes a pressurized system fluid reservoir 27 
independently fluidly coupled, via fluid pressure lines 28, 
30, to a fluid aspiration source 31 of the fluid aspiration 
(input) Subsystem 23, and to a fluid dispensing source 32 of 
the fluid dispensing (output) subsystem 25. In turn, these 
sources 31, 32 are independently fluidly coupled to the fluid 
Switching Subsystem 26 that provides fluid communication, 
via an elongated fluid communication passageway 33, to a 
dispensing orifice 35. In one configuration, this orifice 35 is 
located at the distal end of a dispensing nozzle 36 that 
enables both fluid aspiration and dispensing therefrom. 

0042. Further, as best shown in FIGS. 2 and 3, the fluid 
flow path of the system 20 is selectably switchable, via a 
switching valve 37 of the switching subsystem 26, between 
a first fluid path A, by way of the aspiration source 31, and 
a second fluid path B, by way of the dispensing source 32. 
Thus, the first fluid path A extends from the system fluid 
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reservoir 27 to the dispensing orifice 35, by way of the 
aspiration source 31, to aspirate fluids into the communica 
tion passageway, while the second fluid path B extends from 
the system fluid reservoir 27 to the dispensing orifice 35, by 
way of the dispensing source 32, to dispense fluids from the 
communication passageway. Essentially, the first fluid path 
A controls metering of the fluid input into the dispensing 
orifice, while the second fluid path B controls metering of 
the fluid from the dispensing orifice. 

0043. Similar to other solenoid-based, non-contact, liquid 
handling systems, as will be described in greater detail 
below, the nozzle 36 and orifice 35 are arranged to aspirate 
a targeted dispensing liquid (e.g., a liquid reagent sample) 
into the communication passageway 33 from a reagent/ 
sample source or source plate 38, as well as aspirate the 
liquid reagent sample therefrom. Unlike the current tech 
niques, however, the present invention enables repetitive, 
precision low volume, non-contact liquid dispensing on the 
order of nanoliters without any concentration degradation of 
the sample due to the dispersion or dilution effect by the 
system fluid 40 at the liquid interface. 
0044) Referring now to FIG. 2, this is accomplished by 
aspirating an air gap 41 into the communication passageway, 
via the dispensing orifice 35, prior to aspiration of the liquid 
reagent sample therein. This air gap must extend continu 
ously across the transverse cross-sectional dimension of the 
communication passageway to completely separate the dis 
tal end of the contained system fluid 40 from contact with 
the proximal end of the liquid reagent sample slug 42 drawn 
into the communication passageway. Since the integrity of 
this trapped air gap 41 is maintained between the two 
opposed fluids for the duration of any aspiration and dis 
pensing operation, dispersion or dilution effects at the inter 
face between the liquid reagent sample 42 and the system 
fluid 40 are substantially eliminated. That is, the air gap 41 
must remain Substantially intact and not fragment as the air 
gap reciprocate along the communication passageway 33. 

0045 Comparing the above-mentioned chart of FIG. 1, 
applying a solenoid-based liquid handling system without an 
in-line air gap with the chart of FIG. 5, applying the same 
Solenoid-based liquid handling system with an in-line air 
gap, each repetitively delivering consecutive (i.e., about 350 
dispenses), 100 nanoliter quantities of liquid, the perfor 
mance benefits for concentration stability are clearly illus 
trated. Briefly, these charts illustrate the measured concen 
tration of the dispensed liquid reagent (in Relative 
Florescence Units (RFU)) versus the dispense sequence. In 
the chart of FIG. 1, the measured concentration of the liquid 
sample dispense significantly degrades after the 50"-60" 
consecutive dispense due to the dispersion or dilution effect 
with the system fluid at the liquid interface. In comparison, 
the inclusion of an air gap 41 to separate the fluids signifi 
cantly reduces the concentration degradation (FIG. 5) across 
the entire dispense sequence. 

0046) However, in order to provide precision, non-con 
tact liquid dispensing at repetitive, Substantially low Vol 
umes ranging from nanoliters to microliters, it has been 
found that too large of an air gap separating the liquids is 
detrimental to performance. For example, a 2 ul air gap can 
be used for replicate dispenses of 1 uL, but is too large for 
dispensing 100 mL. When too large a Volume air gap is 
aspirated between the system fluid and the reagent fluid, 
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compression of the in-line gas (air gap) can occur during a 
liquid dispense procedure. This compression of the air gap 
41 unpredictably affects the efficiency of the pressure pulse 
as it traverses the air gap 41. In effect, a variable pressure 
drop occurs at the air gap/liquid interface instead of at the 
nozzle orifice. It is therefore difficult to reproduce and 
control the magnitude of the pressure pulse across the 
dispense orifice due to Such added compliance in the system. 
Accordingly, the requisite precision and reproducibility for 
low volume, non-contact, liquid dispensing as low as the 
nanoliter range can only be achieved with air gaps in the 
range of 0.05-5 uL. By way of example, such compression 
has been observed for aspirated air gap Volumes greater than 
or equal to about 10.0 microliters in pressure lines having a 
0.020"-0.035" inner diameter for the communication pas 
sage. The air gap reacts to the pressure pulse much like a 
Spring compressing then expanding. 
0047. In accordance with one aspect of the present inven 
tion, it has been found that aspirating Smaller Volumes of 
in-line gas significantly improve the Volumetric dispensing 
precision and reproducibility not capable with volumes 
greater than about 5.0 microliters. Applying a single, con 
tinuous air gap in the range of about 250 nanoliters to about 
2.0 microliters, extending across the transverse cross sec 
tional dimension of the communication passageway, preci 
sion low Volume, non-contact, liquid dispensing can be 
delivered from these non-contact, liquid dispensing devices 
while maintaining Sufficient separation of the liquids at the 
interface to minimize dispersion and dilution by the system 
fluid. 

0048. Using high-speed photography, it has been 
observed that these discrete air gaps essentially behave as 
Substantially incompressible fluids, unlike air gaps larger 
than about 10 microliters for the given diameters. Accord 
ingly, as the pressure pulse propagates down the communi 
cation passageway (originating from the back pressure and 
the opening and closing of the dispensing actuator as will be 
described below), the pressure pulse can traverse this dis 
crete air gap interface without significant loss of energy due 
to compliance. This enables greater control of the pressure 
pulse across the dispensing orifice 35 at the nozzle 36 for 
repetitive, precise, low volume, non-contact liquid dispens 
ing in the picoliter to microliter range. 
0049 Referring back to FIGS. 3 and 4, and as viewed in 
FIG. 6, the non-contact, liquid handling system 20 will now 
be described in greater detail. In the preferred form, the 
liquid handling system 20 is provided by multi-channel 
liquid dispensing device capable of simultaneous, multiple 
reagent dispensing from multiple nozzles 36. Similar to our 
UNIVERSAL NON-CONTACT LIQUID HANDLING 
PERIPHERAL APPARATUS, which is the subject of U.S. 
patent application Ser. No. 10/237,916, filed Sep. 6, 2002, 
the entirety of which is incorporated herein by reference for 
all purposes, a remote fluidic module 43 is included that 
houses the fluid aspiration (input) subsystem 23, the fluid 
dispensing (output) Subsystem 25 and the fluid Switching 
subsystem 26. The pressure subsystem 22 includes the 
pressurized system fluid reservoir 27, having a vs" pressure 
line 45 coupled to a digital pressure regulator 46 of the 
fluidic module 43. In turn, the pressure regulator 46 is fluidly 
coupled to a pressure source (not shown) having a maximum 
pressure of preferably about 50 psi. The preferred back 
pressure regulated by the digital pressure regulator is in the 
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range of about 2 psi to about 15 psi, and more preferably 
retained in the range of about 8 psi. It will be appreciated, 
however, that the selected back pressure is dependent upon 
several factors, as will be discussed, including the param 
eters of the dispensing actuators, the dispensing orifice 
diameter and the nozzle design (creating backpressure at the 
orifice), the quantity to be liquid dispensed, and the Viscosity 
of the liquid sample and system fluid. Accordingly, during 
operation, a constant backpressure is maintained in both the 
first fluid path A and the second fluid path B. It is this 
constant backpressure, in combination with the actuation of 
the dispensing actuators 32 (e.g., a Solenoid dispensing 
valve), which creates the necessary pressure pulse to eject 
the drop of liquid reagent from the nozzle orifice 35. 
0050 Briefly, the pressure head at the dispensing valve 
32 is created by system pressuring gas acting upon the 
system fluid (preferably filtered de-ionized water) at the 
system fluid reservoir 27. Preferably, a pressurizing gas is 
selected that scavenges gas bubbles in the system fluid and 
Suppresses in-gassing and is not soluble in the system fluid. 
In-gassing into the system fluid can result in bubble or 
micro-bubble formation, and poor dispense performance 
caused by rapid solenoid actuation. Micro-bubbles in the 
system fluid, as differentiated from air gaps, will degrade 
dispensing performance due to pressure drops in the system. 
Micro-bubbles are uncontrolled and not intentionally intro 
duced into the communication path, whereas the air gap is 
precisely controlled and intentional. For instance, as the 
pressure pulse propagates through the communication pas 
sageway 33, the cumulative effect of these micro-bubbles 
increases compliance that in turn, decreases the pressure 
drop across the dispensing orifice 35. A potential pit-fall of 
the out-gassing of the pressurizing gas is that air can become 
trapped within the previously primed solenoid. The trapped 
air will then create a situation where the solenoid will 
dispense a greater Volume than it did when it was fully 
primed. The solenoid will open, allowing system fluid to 
pass valve. This will compress the trapped air within the 
solenoid. The system fluid has now displaced the com 
pressed air that is trapped within the solenoid valve. As the 
valve is closed the trapped air expands and pushes the 
system fluid that compress the air gap out of the valves. 
0051 One such pressurizing gas that is particularly 
advantageous is helium, when using an aqueous pressurized 
system fluid. This inert gas scavenges air (Nitrogen) gas 
bubbles in the system fluid and suppresses the formation of 
additional bubbles. The solubility of Helium in aqueous 
Solutions is also less than that of air, nitrogen or argon. 
Accordingly, the application of helium enables the use of 
non-degassed, aqueous system fluids. 

0.052 Incidentally, filtered de-ionized water is the most 
typical and benign liquid chosen as the system fluid. It will 
be appreciated, however, that other fluids and aqueous 
reagents can be substituted, depending upon the application 
as long as the surface tension of that fluid enables the 
formation of the air gap between the system fluid and the 
sample reagent. 

0053 Applying a /16" ID PFA pressure line 30, the 
second fluid path B is fluidly coupled to an eight (8) port 
manifold device 47 (FIG. 3) that distributes the system fluid 
into eight independent channels. More or less ports and 
corresponding channels may be applied, of course. In turn, 
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each port of the manifold device 47, via pressure lines 48, is 
fluidly coupled to a corresponding Solenoid dispensing valve 
32 which in turn is fluidly coupled to a hybrid valve 
manifold 49 that channels fluids to the switching valve 37. 
These dispensing valves, which as mentioned are preferably 
Solenoid-based, and deliver a metered pressure pulse using 
a pressure ranging from about 6.9(10) N/m (1 psi) to about 
138(10) N/m (20 psi), and having a duration ranging from 
about 200 us to about 10 seconds. Preferably, these dispens 
ing valves 32 are provided by conventional ink-jet style 
printing valves or pumps designed for drop-on-demand 
printing. For instance, the Lee Company of Essex, Connecti 
cut manufactures a solenoid-based ink-jet valve (Model No. 
INKX0502600AB) that is suitable for use with the present 
invention. 

0054 As best viewed in FIG. 3, the output of each 
solenoid dispensing valve 32 is directly mounted to the 
multiple path, hybrid valve manifold 49. The internal 
switching valve 37 is preferably provided by a rotary shear 
face valve to effect precision positioning when Switching 
between the fluid aspiration system and the fluid dispensing 
system. This switching subsystem is the subject of U.S. 
patent application Ser. No. 09/689,548, filed Oct. 11, 2000, 
and entitled HYBRID VALVE APPARATUS AND 
METHOD FOR LIQUID HANDLING, the entirety of 
which is incorporated herein by reference for all purposes. 
Briefly, through the rotary shear face valve? hybrid manifold, 
the selected solenoid dispensing valves can be fluidly 
coupled to a selected nozzle 36. 
0.055 Regarding the first fluid path A, an /6" ID PFA 
pressure line 28 extends from the system fluid reservoir 27 
to the aspiration source 31 which is preferably, an eight (8) 
channel Syringe drive, driven by a single motor drive. This 
multi-channel Syringe drive simultaneously distributes and 
aspirates the system fluid into eight independent channels. 
This external analytical metering device. Such as a Syringe 
based pump or a diaphragm pump, is capable of precision 
metered aspiration of Small fluid quantities in the range of at 
least 250 nanoliters to about 2.0 microliters into the com 
munication passageway of each associated pressure line 50 
through the corresponding dispensing orifice 35. Typical of 
these aspiration devices is Model #2009D provided by 
Innovadyne Technologies, Inc., Santa Rosa, Calif. Similar to 
the Solenoid dispensing valve 32, the output of each ana 
lytical syringe-based drive 31 is fluidly coupled to the 
associated inputs of the hybrid switching valve 37, via 
respective 22 gauge FEP pressure lines 44. 

0056. The output lines 50 from the hybrid valve 37 to the 
corresponding nozzles 36 provide the corresponding com 
munication passageways 33 of each independent channel. 
Each line is preferably provided by TEFLONR (e.g. 
PFAAFEP) pressure tubing having sufficient flexibility to 
enable precision positioning of the associated nozzle 36 
above either the sample source for aspiration of the sample 
reagent into the corresponding communication passageway, 
or the destination substrate surface or microtiter plate for 
high performance low volume dispensing thereof. 

0057 Referring now to FIGS. 3 and 6, the Universal 
Non-Contact Liquid Handling Peripheral 20 incorporates a 
“pick and place' mechanism 51 having a base 52 and an 
automated motion control component 53 to collectively 
manipulate precision positioning of the nozzles 36, as a unit. 
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Briefly, the motion control component 53 preferably 
employs a conventional three-axis X-Y-Z Cartesian system, 
and precision track or rail hardware to position the nozzles 
along the X-axis and Y-axis (i.e., vertically above the 
targeted test sites 54 of the micro titer plate 21), and along 
the Z-axis. In one specific arrangement, the dispensing head 
provides eight (8) dispensing nozzles 36 aligned in a linear 
array having dispensing ends equally spaced-apart by a 
distance conforming to the spacing of the wells or test sites 
54 of the microtiter plate 21. Other conventional positioning 
mechanism may also be applied, such as those having one 
placement component movable in the Z-axis direction above 
another plate component movable in the X-axis and Y-axis 
direction, the respective nozzles can be maneuvered above 
the source plate and into the targeted sample reservoir. 
0.058. Further, an operation interface component 55 pro 
vides standalone or remote operation of all Subsystems (e.g., 
the fluidics module 43 and the “pick and place' mechanism 
51). More particularly, the interface component 55 operates 
and integrates the fluid control and motion control compo 
nents. Incorporated in this chassis are all of the printed 
circuit boards, connectors, and firmware required to operate 
the instrument. Software may reside on a host computer 
independent of the interface component. 
0059. The hybrid valve apparatus and the non-contact 
liquid dispensing peripheral are adaptable for printing arrays 
wherein the distance between adjacent test sites 54, or test 
site pitch, is in the range of about 1 micron (Lm) to about 
10,000 microns (um). Thus, the present invention is particu 
larly suitable for transferring chemical or biochemical 
samples or reagents from the sample source plate 38 having 
an array of reservoir wells 56 (e.g., a conventional microtiter 
plate with 96 or 384 wells) to an array of higher-density test 
sites 54 (e.g., a 1536-well microtiter plate), or for fabrication 
of a chip-based biological sensor (commonly referred to as 
a “microarray) used for performing gene expression or 
other screening experiments. The source plates are generally 
used in sample analysis protocols, and are typically provided 
by plastic plates defining uniformly spaced depressions or 
wells (i.e., test sites 54) that contain the fluid dispensing 
therein. These commercially available rectangular plates 
further typically include eight rows of twelve microwells 
that provide an industry-standard ninety-six microwell plate, 
such as plate 21 shown in FIG. 6. Other conventional sizes 
include sixteen rows of twenty-four microwells that provide 
three hundred eighty-four microwells. 
0060 Referring back to the TEFLON (PFAAFEP) pres 
sure lines 50, these elongated, chemically inert lines are 
selected to perform functions other than merely providing 
the respective fluid communication passageway 33 between 
the hybrid valve outlet and the respective nozzles orifice 35. 
For example, to further reduce in-gassing, the lines can be 
selected to be substantially chemically inert to biological 
fluids and commonly used solvents, such as DMSO, THF, 
alcohols, aldehydes, ketones, halogenated hydrocarbons, 
aliphatic hydrocarbons, acids and bases used in the life 
Sciences and diagnostic fields. These pressure lines must 
also be sufficiently flexible to enable X-Y-Z positioning of 
the nozzles 36, which are mounted to the X-Y-Z “pick and 
place' mechanism 51 (FIG. 6). Further, the remote place 
ment of the solenoid actuators 32, relative the nozzles 36, 
allows for enhanced flexibility in designing the dispensing 
systems. That is, several factors are considered when select 
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ing the overall length of the pressure lines 50, as well as the 
internal diameter of the communication passageway. 
0061 Although the length of the pressure line 50 is a 
factor in determining the sum Volume of the communication 
passageway 33, to be discussed later, it has been found 
desirable to position the in-line air gap 41 sufficiently 
downstream from the Solenoid dispensing actuator 32 in 
order to maintain the integrity of the air gap 41 across the 
transverse cross-sectional dimension of the communication 
passageway. Depending upon the back pressure at the sys 
tem fluid reservoir 27, should the air gap 41 be positioned 
too close to the Solenoid dispensing actuator 32, the initial 
shock or impact from the pressure pulse propagating down 
the communication passageway 33 may be sufficient to 
fragment the air gap. Since the Volume of the air gap 41 is 
very minute (i.e., about 250 nanoliters to about 2.0 micro 
liters), dilution and dispersion of the opposed liquids at this 
interface is likely with any fragmentation. 

0062 Accordingly, by lengthening the pressure lines 50 
by a sufficient amount in addition to the targeted cumulative 
Volume of liquid reagent sample aspirated into the commu 
nication passageway 33, the air gap 41 can be positioned 
Sufficiently downstream from the dispensing actuator 32 so 
that the system fluid volume 40 in the passageway 33 
partially isolates and cushions the impact of the pressure 
pulse on the air gap 41. Moreover, it is believed that the 
flexibility of the pressure lines 50 themselves help dampen 
the initial impact of the pressure pulse through motion 
absorption as the flexible pressure lines moves and flexes 
upon initial entrance of the pressure pulse in the communi 
cation passageway 33. By way of example, for a flexible 
pressure line having an internal diameter in the range of 
about a 0.020"-0.035" ID, a back pressure in the range of 
about 2 psi to about 15 psi, and an air gap 41 of about 250 
nanoliters to about 2.0 microliters, the air gap 41 is prefer 
ably positioned downstream from the entrance into the 
communication passageway in the range of at least 1.0 inch 
to about 3.0 inches. 

0063 Another consideration when selecting the pressure 
lines 50 and corresponding fluid handling components is 
maintaining the integrity of the minute air gap 41 as it 
reciprocates in the communication passageway 33. This is 
primarily performed by providing relative smooth wall 
transitions within the communication passageway 33. Such 
Smooth transitions are critical to preventing fracture of the 
air gap 41 as it moves through the communication passage 
way. This holds especially true at any component interface, 
such as between the pressure line 50 and the nozzle 36. 
Abrupt transitions, such as stepped transition from a larger 
diameter to a smaller diameter or protruding objects from 
the interior walls, may impact the integrity of the air gap as 
it passes by. Accordingly, a significant effort is afforded to 
match the properties of the components to Smooth all 
transitions, especially component interfaces. Operations 
such as electrochemical polishing of the Stainless Steel 
probes and beveling of the Stainless Steel tube that connect 
the nozzle to the fluid line can minimize dispersion effects 
caused by Stepped transitions. Controlling the dimensions of 
all the fluid lines and channels helps to enhance performance 
and reduce imprecision. 

0064. Other factors influencing fluid dispensing include 
the interior diameter of the communication passageway, the 
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back pressure created by the nozzle design (e.g., straight or 
angled passageway) and orifice diameter, the viscosity of the 
liquid reagent fluid to name a few. In still other consider 
ations, as indicated, the length of the pressure line 50 can be 
tailored to the targeted dispense application. Generally, in 
accordance with the present invention, the Smaller the quan 
tity of fluid to be dispensed for these non-contact fluid 
dispensing systems 20, the shorter the length requirements 
of the pressure lines, whereas, the greater the quantity of low 
Volume fluid dispensing, the longer the length requirement, 
outside of the mere volume considerations of the commu 
nication passageway. 

0065. By way of example, for a smaller quantity of liquid 
dispensed (e.g., 50 ml), the length of the pressure line should 
be preferably reduced to maintain the requisite pressure drop 
across the nozzle orifice 35 that is necessary to eject the drop 
cleanly in these minute Volumes. This is due in part because 
the Solenoid dispensing valves 32 are required to operate 
within an optimum back pressure range to assure proper 
performance. Too low a back pressure will not be sufficient 
to cleanly eject the drop from the nozzle orifice, while too 
high a back pressure will prevent proper operation of the 
valve (e.g., preventing opening of the valve at all). The 
optimum back pressure range for most Solenoid dispensing 
valves 32 in this category is from 4 psi to about 15 psi. 

0.066 However, to effect smaller dispensing quantities, 
Smaller pulse widths are required, resulting in an overall 
lower pressure. Too long a length pressure line will likely 
cause too small of a pressure drop across the orifice 35 since 
Such a drop is a function of the pressure line length. That is, 
the longer the pressure line length, the greater the pressure 
drop due to the incremental pressure loss caused by friction 
between the interior wall and the fluid. Although the trapped 
air and dead volume within the solenoid valve 32 and 
communication passageway 33 are preferably purged, as 
will be detailed in the purge routine described below, to 
reduce compliance within the system, there are still pressure 
losses due to the friction of the fluid with the walls of the 
pressure line. Too Small a pressure drop across the orifice 
causes reduced ejection volumes, given the same pulse 
width and fluid reservoir back pressure. Consequently, 
residual sample fluid may build-up at the orifice 35 during 
Subsequent ejections until one particular ejection carries this 
build-up in the ejected drop, significantly increasing the 
dispensing Volume. This of course results in Volumetric 
imprecision and variance. For longer pressure line lengths, 
in comparison, greater quantities of low Volume dispensing 
are delivered accurately by adjusting the back pressure or 
pulse width to achieve the requisite pressure drop for clean 
ejection of droplets. 

0067. As an example to this aspect of the present inven 
tion, to effect about a 50 n1 fluid dispense, with a back 
pressure nominally at about 8 psi, the length of the pressure 
line, having an interior diameter of about 0.028 inch nomi 
nal, should be in the range of about 2.0 inches to about 12 
inches. In another example, for a 200 ml fluid dispense, using 
the same system pressure, the length of the pressure line 50 
should be about 2.0 inches to about 118 inches (3 meters). 
Generally, with longer tube lengths, either the pulse width or 
the back pressure must be increased, relative to the shorter 
tube length, to deliver an equivalent amount of fluid. This is 
provided that the viscosity of the fluid remains unchanged. 
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0068 Depending upon the predetermined volume to be 
aspirated into communication passage, which incidentally is 
predicated upon the cumulative volume of repetitive dis 
pensing from the nozzle (to be discussed), the length of the 
pressure line 50 and the inner diameter thereof may be 
determined. Using long-tube, remote dispensing with from 
about 5.0 inches to about 120.0 inches of about 0.020 inch 
ID to about 0.035 inch ID tubing between the nozzle orifice 
35 and the solenoid based actuator 32 (FIG. 2, volumes of 
25 nanoliters to 70 microliters can be dispensed with a 
dispense performance of less than 5% Relative Standard 
Deviation (RSD). By way of example, applying the present 
inventive method of aspirating minute air gaps between the 
fluids, such length fluid communication lines 50 having a 
0.028" nominal internal diameter, can yield about two 
thousand (2000) to about forty-four thousand (44,000), 25 
nanoliter Volume dispenses each having Substantially equal 
concentrations (comparing FIG. 1 (the system application 
without a minute air gap) to FIG. 5 (the system application 
with an air gap)). To illustrate scalability, this approach can 
also yield about one (1) to about twenty-five (25), 40 
microliter Volume dispenses as well. In other examples, 
using a single 500 ul aspirated Volume, about forty-eight 
hundred (4800), 100 nanoliter dispenses to about four 
hundred eighty (480), 1 microliter dispenses with substan 
tially equal concentrations can be attained having an RSD 
less than 5%. Variations include systems where the tubing 
diameter varies form 0.010" ID to 0.040" ID; tubing length 
greater than 120" with RSD less than 10%. 
0069. Application of the present inventive technique will 
now be more fully described. Referring to FIG. 2, prior to 
aspirating the minute air gap 41 into the communication 
passageway, the system fluid 40 in each communication line 
50 must be maneuvered to the end of the corresponding 
dispensing orifice 35 regardless of which hydraulic state the 
system is in (e.g., dry, partially dry or wet hydraulic state). 
Applying the backpressure of the system fluid reservoir, this 
may be performed either through the Solenoid dispensing 
valve 32 (second fluid path B) or the syringe-based aspira 
tion actuator 31 (first fluid path A), or both. 
0070 Regarding the second fluid path B, the switching 
valve 37 is oriented to enable fluid communication between 
the Solenoid dispensing valves 32 and the corresponding 
communication passageways 33. The Solenoid dispensing 
valve 32 can then be operated from a closed condition, 
preventing or closing fluid communication between the 
communication passageways and the corresponding sole 
noid dispensing valves 32, to an opened condition, enabling 
or opening fluid communication between the communica 
tion passageways and the corresponding Solenoid dispensing 
valves 32. The constant back pressure of the pressurized 
system fluid reservoir 27 is then applied to the system fluid 
for flow thereof through solenoid and into the communica 
tion passageway 33. This is performed until the system fluid 
is dispensed from the corresponding dispensing orifices 35 
in a Substantially constant and bubble free manner. A trapped 
gas purge routine may then be applied which will be 
described in greater detail below. 
0071 Similarly, regarding the first fluid path A, the 
switching valve 37 is oriented to enable fluid communica 
tion between the Syringe-based aspiration actuator 31 and 
the corresponding communication passageways 33. A three 
way valve in the syringe drive can be opened to enable fluid 
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communication between the communication passageways 
and the system fluid reservoir. Again, the constant back 
pressure of the system fluid reservoir 27 or the priming 
action of the Syringe drive can be applied to flow the system 
fluid through the channels of the hybrid valve and the 
corresponding communication passageways 33 until exiting 
the system in a manner Substantially constant and bubble 
free. 

0072. Once the system fluid is satisfactorily moved all the 
way to the end each dispensing orifice 35 and any trapped 
gas is deemed purged from their respective communication 
passageway and Solenoid dispensing valve 32, as will be 
described, the nozzles 36 may be positioned vertically over 
the respective wells of the source plate 38, via the “pick and 
place' mechanism 51, prior to aspiration of the respective 
reagent sample. With the hybrid valve 37 positioned to 
enable fluid aspiration, each corresponding precision ana 
lytical Syringe drive 31 is operated to accurately meter air, 
as a unit, into the communication passageway 33, via 
dispensing orifice 35. In accordance with the present inven 
tion, this separating Volume ranging from about 150 nl to 
about 5 ul, and more preferably about 250 nil to about 2 ul. 
0073. Applying an X-Y-Z “pick and place' mechanism 
51, such as that Universal Non-Contact Liquid Handling 
Peripheral 20 above-mentioned, the respective nozzles 36 
can be maneuvered into the targeted Sample reservoir. Sub 
sequently, actuating the corresponding precision analytical 
syringe drive 31, a single continuous slug of the reagent fluid 
sample is drawn into communication passageway. Prefer 
ably, the minute air gap 41 is maintained within the com 
munication passageway 33 of the associated tube, and is not 
drawn into the hybrid valve 37. While the air gap 41 may be 
positioned upstream from the hybrid valve 37, it is prefer 
able to retain the air gap downstream from the hybrid valve 
37, and maintain the minimum downstream distance from 
the Solenoid dispensing valve by merely lengthening the 
corresponding pressure lines 50. As indicated above, the 
length and ID of the lines are selected as a function of the 
Volume predetermined to be aspirated into the communica 
tion passage. 
0074 The hybrid valve 37 is operated to switch the 
respective communication passageways 33 from communi 
cation with the corresponding analytical Syringe drives 31 to 
the corresponding Solenoid dispensing valves 32 remotely 
located on the fluidics module. Applying the above-men 
tioned techniques and the “pick and place' mechanism 51, 
the nozzles 36 are repositioned above their destination test 
sites 54. The solenoid-based actuators 32 are precisely 
actuated between the closed condition to the opened condi 
tion to control the pulse width (i.e., the length of time the 
valve is opened) to determine the volume of the drop ejected 
from the corresponding nozzle orifice. As mentioned above, 
and using the calibration techniques to be discussed below, 
the pulse width corresponding to Volume liquid reagent 
ejected from the orifice is a function of many factors, 
including the Viscosity of the liquid reagent sample, the 
length of the lines 50, the ID of the line, the back pressure 
of the system fluid reservoir, the resulting back pressure 
across the nozzle orifice which is a function of the nozzle 
design. For example, to effectively dispense a solution Such 
as 30% Glycerol/water, a higher back pressure is required, a 
longer pulse width is required, and slower aspirate speeds 
must be used relative to performing a dispense of a less 
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viscous solution such as Hexane. The ability to empirically 
calibrate a variety of fluids, through the use of fluorescent 
labeling or gravimetric measuring, enables the development 
of a matrix of compound classes that can be referenced by 
the instrument to use as offsets from a pre-determined 
calibration. 

0075. In accordance with another aspect of the present 
invention, a method has been developed to purge trapped air 
within the solenoid based actuators 32 when the system fluid 
is initially flowed through the actuators and the communi 
cation passageways from a dry air-filled State to a wet 
hydraulic state. As mentioned, the purging of Such trapped 
gases is imperative for precise, non-contact, liquid dispens 
ing at these low volumes. Each trapped air bubble or 
micro-bubble in the solenoid itself, and those adhered to the 
walls of the communication passageway 33, as compared to 
the minute air gap 41 traversely extending the entire com 
munication passageway, micro-dampen the pressure pulse 
propagating down the communication passageway. The col 
lective influence of this compliance in the system, however, 
results in a significant system pressure loss resulting in an 
ineffective pressure drop across the nozzle orifice 35 that can 
reduce Volumetric precision. Also, the spring like contrac 
tion and expansion of the bubbles causes imprecise dispens 
1ng. 

0076. Using repetitive fixed pulse solenoid actuations, a 
“buzz' routine has been developed to dislodge the trapped 
gases in the dispensing actuator and corresponding commu 
nication passageway 33 of the pressure line 50 that are 
ultimately purged out from the nozzle orifice. Applying fast 
actuations, opening and closing the dispensing valve at high 
frequency bands, together with the back pressure of the 
system fluid reservoir, the routine effectively purges or 
expels bubbles or air trapped in the solenoid valves. Since 
relatively high frequencies actuations in the range of 1 Hz to 
about 1700 Hz are applied, coded firmware is thus required 
to properly perform the routine. More preferably, the fre 
quency range of about 10 Hz to about 420 Hz is utilized. 

0077. It has been found particularly effective to vary the 
Solenoid actuation frequency to assure complete purging of 
the trapped bubbles. Depending upon the amount of trapped 
gas within the solenoid, the different frequencies of the 
actuation are effective in dislodging the gas within the 
Solenoid. The consequently reduced compliance of the 
purged Solenoids has great impact on the performance of 
multiple Solenoid systems, greatly improving dispense pre 
cision and stability of multi-channel systems. For example, 
one (1) to twenty-five (25) discrete frequency bands can be 
applied in a random frequency range from about 10 HZ to 
about 420 Hz. In another specific embodiment, as shown in 
the Table I of FIG. 7, a fixed pulse ramped frequency 
increase sweep from about 1 Hz to about 420 Hz over one 
(1) to fifteen (15) discrete, equally-spaced frequencies. 
Thus, it is the different discrete frequency bands that have 
been found effective, although certain delivery patterns may 
be even more effective. By way of example, one routine may 
include a ramped frequency decrease Sweep, with denser 
frequency spacings at the higher or lower frequencies. 
Briefly, the actual actuation frequency in the fourth column 
of Table I of FIG. 7 is not linear at the higher nBuzzCount 
rate since the execution of the each actuation command 
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takes about 200 us. At the relatively low frequencies, this is 
not much of a factor but it becomes a factor with higher 
repetitions. 
0078. In a multiple channel system, such as in our Uni 
versal Non-Contact Liquid Handling Peripheral Apparatus, 
above-mentioned, simultaneous purging of the communica 
tion passageways 33 can occur through simultaneous actua 
tion of the corresponding Solenoid dispensing valves 32 
coupled thereto. However, not all Solenoid dispensing valves 
and their associated communication passageways will be 
purged equally and at the same rate. According, a technique 
has been developed to determine the quality of the purge in 
all pressure lines after completion of the “buzz' routine. 
0079. This is performed by generating a pressure pulse 
through each corresponding Solenoid dispensing valve, each 
of which has substantially the same pulse width. Essentially, 
an attempt is made to dispense Substantially equal Volumes 
of system fluid independently from each pressure line. The 
liquid dispensed from each respective nozzle orifice is 
collected to determine the dispensed volume. Conventional 
measuring techniques can be employed, such as by weigh 
ing, spectrophotometric, or optical methods. For example, 
applying a back pressure of approximately 8 psi, operating 
the Solenoid dispensing valves 32 to generate a twenty-eight 
thousand (28,000) is pulse width should typically yield 
about a thousand (1000) nanoliters of system fluid. 
0080 Applying these measured volumes of dispensed 
liquid, the mean variance is calculated. For any of the 
pressure lines 50 that delivered a fluid amount having a 
measured Volume that exceeds the mean variance by an 
amount greater than a predetermined figure, trapped gas may 
still remain in the Solenoid actuator and/or the communica 
tion passageway. Thus, this continued compliance is the 
cause of Such measured difference from the mean variance. 
In one specific embodiment, the predetermined figure is in 
the range of about 3% to about 7% difference from the 
calculated mean variance, and more preferably about 5%. 
Variance is the percent difference of the average for a single 
tip compare to the mean of the dispenses for all of the tips, 
as set forth herein: 

% Variance=((Tip mean-Mean of all tips). Mean of all 
tips)* 100. 

0081. To address these differences, the purge routine for 
those particular lines or the entire set of lines is repeated, and 
the dispense sequence and Volume measurement is repeated. 
In fact, this entire procedure is repeated until each line 
delivers fluid quantities that differ from the mean variance 
within the predetermined figure. Once the variance is within 
specifications all pressure lines 50 and their associated 
Solenoid dispensing valves have been properly purged of 
trapped bubbles and are hydraulically intact. 
0082 In still another aspect of the present invention, an 
apparatus and technique has been developed to monitor the 
flow or lack of flow through the dispensing orifices 35 in 
each respective nozzle 36. Since the nozzle or dispensing 
orifices 35 are relatively small, in a range of preferably about 
50 microns to about 250 microns, plugged dispensing ori 
fices are an inherent problem in these low volume dispense 
systems. Thus, a plug detection sensor assembly, generally 
designated 70, is applied to detect “plugging of the orifice 
35. As best viewed in FIGS. 9 and 10, the sensor assembly 
70 is mounted at the tip of the nozzles 36 which are carried 
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by the automated motion control component 53 of the “pick 
and place' mechanism 51. Preferably, the sensor assembly is 
provided by an optical “through beam’ sensor having an 
optical beam emitter component 71, emitting an optical 
beam, and a receiving component 72, sensing the optical 
beam. Alternative optical device variations may be 
employed however. 

0083. By placing and aligning the components of the 
sensor assembly 70 just downstream from the dispensing 
orifice 35, any flow of liquid dispensed from the dispensing 
orifice 35 will impair the transmission of the beam of light 
from the optical emitter component 71 to the receiving 
component 72. Accordingly, proper ejection of dispensed 
liquid from the nozzle orifice 35 will impair passage the 
beam of light, indicating that the integrity of the dispensing 
orifice has not be compromised, and that proper operation 
can commence. Moreover, since these low volume liquid 
dispensing systems typically eject micro-droplets of liquid 
from the dispensing orifice 35, as opposed to a continuous 
stream of liquid, the breakage from continuous receipt of the 
light beams are on the order of milliseconds. Once the 
droplet has passed, the light beam is again received and 
detected by the receiving component 72. By way of 
example, for the passage of a about 50 nanoliter liquid 
dispense, applying a system fluid back pressure of approxi 
mately 8 psi, the breakage of the beam is only on the order 
about 2-3 ms. 

0084. In contrast, should the respective nozzle orifice 35 
be completely clogged, the breakage of the beam will not 
occur, indicating a potential problem. In more Sophisticated 
operations, where larger Volumes are to be dispensed from 
the nozzle orifice 35, partial clogged orifices may be 
detected. For instance, for a predetermined dispensing Vol 
ume of a known liquid, and known hardware and parameters 
(e.g., system fluid back pressure, orifice diameter, exit 
velocity, etc.), the time required to break the beam may be 
known or estimated. However, should the break in the beam 
be of a period significantly less than the known or estimated 
period, although a break does occur, a partially clogged 
orifice may be detected 

0085. In one configuration, each nozzle 36 may include a 
dedicated sensor corresponding to each nozzle orifice 35. 
Such an arrangement would of course be substantially more 
costly. In another specific embodiment, as illustrated in FIG. 
10, the sensor components 71, 72 of the sensor assembly 70 
are preferably placed in-line, longitudinally, with the array 
of nozzles 36 so that only one sensor is required. In this 
arrangement, the optical emitter component 71 is placed 
outboard from one end of the nozzle array while the receiv 
ing component 72 is placed outboard from the other opposite 
end of the array. Thus, the optical emitter can emit a light 
pulse across the entire array (e.g., 6-12) nozzles orifices 35 
such that the ejection of a drop of liquid from any one of the 
orifices will impair detection of the light beam by the 
receiving component 72. 

0086. In this approach, each individual channel must of 
course be monitored independently when detecting flow or 
lack of flow through the corresponding orifice 35. The firing 
and detection sequences can be in any order, as well as any 
clog or partial clog detections can be determined, controlled 
and operated using sensor hardware and associated with the 
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Software/firmware code, data acquisition, fault determina 
tion, algorithms and recovery protocols that respond to the 
acquired data. 
0087. The optical emitter component 71 of the optical 
sensor assembly 70 is preferably provided by a laser diode 
or the like. The optical receiving component 72 is of course 
selected to detect light in the wavelength range transmitted 
by the diode. For example, the laser diode may be selected 
to transmit light in the visible range that is beneficial in that 
these are safe wavelengths, and use inexpensive compo 
nents. One Such optical sensor Suitable for this application is 
the Sun-X Optical Sensor (Model No. FX-D1), manufac 
tured by SUNX of Nagoya, Japan. 

0088 To facilitate detection of the light beam transmitted 
across the nozzles, it may be necessary to decrease the 
intensity of the light beam emitted by the diode. When the 
emitted light received by the receiving component is too 
intense, the beams essentially pass through the drop, espe 
cially when Substantially transparent, alluding detection. 
0089 Decreasing the light intensity, in effect, yields an 
overall increase in the detection sensitivity so that the 
ejected drops become more “visible' to the receiving com 
ponent. 

0090. One technique applied to reduce the light beam 
intensity sensed by the receiving component 72 is to position 
a diffuser or filter 73 in front of the face of the receiving 
component. This is accomplished by covering the face of the 
receiving component 72, and providing a small aperture 74 
that reduces the amount of light transmission through to the 
receiving component. Preferably, the aperture is in the range 
of about 0.005 inch to about 0.030 inch in diameter, and 
more preferably is about 0.020 inch in diameter. Other 
arrangements that reduce the light intensity received by the 
receiving component include optical filters. 

0.091 The sensor assembly 70 includes a pair of brackets 
75a, 75b (FIG. 10) that enable mounting to the motion 
control unit 53, relative the dispensing orifices 35 of the 
nozzles 36. These mounting brackets 75a, 75b are arranged 
to face the corresponding optical components 71, 72 
inwardly toward one another for transmission and receipt of 
the light beam. In one configuration, the transmission face of 
the optical emitter component 71 and the receiving face of 
the receiving component 72 are preferably positioned in the 
range of about 0.25 inch to about 2.0 inches downstream 
from the corresponding end nozzle orifice 35, and more 
preferably about 0.75 inch downstream therefrom. Further, 
each component face is preferably positioned in-line along 
the longitudinal axis of the array of nozzle orifices 35, but 
laterally spaced outboard from the corresponding end nozzle 
orifices about 0.25 inch to about 2.0 inches, and more 
preferably about 0.75 inch. These brackets 75a, 75b, may 
also provide adjustments to enable fine tuning of the position 
of the sensor components. 

0092. In another aspect of the present invention, a 
method is provided for calibrating the volume dispensed 
from these low volume, non-contact, liquid dispensing sys 
tems 20 before application of the present inventive dispens 
ing methods. As mentioned, these systems rely upon pres 
Surized fluids and micro-dispense (Solenoid) valves to 
generate fluid flow through the communication pathways 
and ultimately the dispensing orifices 35. Unlike conven 
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tional Syringe-based pump technologies, system configura 
tions, reagent fluid properties and environmental conditions 
significantly contribute to the flow output and the dispensed 
volume from the system, as will be discussed. Conventional 
Syringe pump technologies, for instance, use mechanical 
drives to fill and empty a syringe. Generally, regardless of 
the fluid properties, system design and environmental con 
ditions, the volume of fluid filled into and dispensed from 
the Syringe in these systems is directly proportional to the 
number of steps that the Syringe drive is commanded to 
OW. 

0093 Periodically, the syringe drive may be calibrated to 
evaluate the accuracy and precision of these mechanical 
pumps. It is not possible to adjust these stepped drives to 
improve accuracy, instead the drive must be commanded to 
move a different number of steps other than the theoretical 
number of steps to achieve accuracy. For example, this may 
be determined by the following equation: 

Volume (steps)=(Volume desired) (Total number of 
steps per full stroke?syringe volume)(e.g. 750 Volume 
(steps)=250 uL(15000 steps/500 uL)=7500 Steps). 

0094. The technology applied in solenoid-based dispens 
ing valves 32 is very different from that of the positive 
displacement Syringe pump. As indicated-above, the sole 
noid dispensing valves 32 and the pressurized system fluid 
reservoir 27 of the liquid dispensing system 20 cooperate to 
perform liquid dispensing by actuating the dispensing valve 
from closed condition to the opened condition for various 
time periods to deliver different volumes of liquid reagent 
sample to the destination site. The volume of liquid dis 
pensed from the dispensing valves is proportional to the 
length of time that the valve is held open. The dispensing 
Volume from these systems is, thus, dependent upon several 
factors including: the time the valve is opened; the back 
pressure of the system fluid; the diameter of the dispensing 
orifice; and the distance between the micro-dispense valve 
and the tip (i.e., the friction between the fluid and the walls 
of the pressure lines). Accordingly, the numerous variables 
that are involved make mathematically calculating the dis 
pense Volume, based upon the length of time of valve is 
opened, extremely laborious and difficult for such high 
precision low volume liquid dispensing instruments. 
0095 A universal calibration technique has therefore 
been developed to estimate the dispense output from for 
these low volume, non-contact, liquid dispensing systems 20 
that may be applied for every hardware configuration (e.g., 
tube length, orifice diameter, tip design, etc), reagent solu 
tion property and environmental condition. This same cali 
bration technique can be applied to calibrate or tune these 
non-contact liquid dispensing systems to dispense desired 
volumes (in the range of about 0.050 uL to 50 LL), irre 
spective of the hardware configuration or the solution prop 
erties. Thus, while the implementation of this calibration 
technique is not dependant on these variable parameters, 
Such as valve open time, system fluid back pressure, orifice 
diameter or tube length, etc., the Calibration Profile gener 
ated from these measured quantities is dependant upon Such 
above-mentioned parameters. That is, the calibration tech 
nique is not dependent on any variables, but the result (the 
actual dispense Volume) is dependant on the variable men 
tioned. 

0096. Accordingly, this calibration technique must be 
performed for every hardware configuration, and for every 
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reagent liquid that will be dispensed from that particular 
hardware configuration. Briefly, when the same hardware 
configuration and liquid reagent sample is to be dispensed 
from each orifice of these multi-channel liquid dispensing 
systems, this calibration technique may be performed sys 
tematically, and then averaged for each channel. In other 
instances, however, where channels may have different 
hardware configurations, and where different liquid reagent 
samples of varying dispense volumes may be dispensed, 
then this calibration technique may be performed per each 
individual channel. Other environmental factors such as 
temperature may also affect the Calibration Profile. To 
insure proper performance it is desirable that a calibration be 
performed at the site where the instrument will be used. 
0097. In accordance with the present inventive calibra 
tion technique, a Calibration Profile is to be generated 
graphing the dispense Volume as a function of the pulse 
width (i.e., the open time of the solenoid valve 32). An 
example of this is the Calibration Profile of FIG. 10 together 
with the Table II of FIG. 11, illustrating the dispense volume 
(e.g., nanoliter) vs. the pulse width (e.g., microseconds). For 
a dispense volume range of about 0.1 microliter to about 1 
microliter, ten calibration points have been selected to 
generate the Calibration Profile. However, it is possible to 
use less calibration points or more calibration points. Dis 
regarding practicality, the greater the number of points, the 
greater the accuracy of the Calibration Profile that is gen 
erated. Typically, once the target range of Volume to be 
dispensed is determined for a particular dispensing session 
or procedure, calibration points should at the very least be 
selected to be below the lower base pulse width and above 
the upper ceiling pulse width. Table II of FIG. 11, by way of 
example, shows the lower base pulse width of 3,600 micro 
seconds and the upper ceiling pulse width of 30,000 micro 
seconds to bracket the range of 0.100 uL to 1.00 uL. Several 
intermediate points should then be selected within the tar 
geted Volume range of liquid dispensing as well, one tech 
nique of which will be exemplified below. Other than 
through experience and educated estimates, the pulse widths 
required to dispense liquid volumes less than the lower base 
width, and greater than the upper ceiling pulse width for the 
targeted range of Volumes are estimated. In the example of 
FIGS. 10 and 11, for a pressure line of about 51 inches in 
length, a dispensing fluid density of about 0.9977735 g/mL, 
a back pressure of about 8.00 psig and an ambient tempera 
ture of about 23°C., a pulse width of 3600 microseconds has 
been selected to dispense a volume of the reagent liquid 
below the lower base volume range of 0.1 microliter. Input 
ting a pulse width of 3600 microseconds into the operation 
interface component 55 of the liquid dispensing system 20 
essentially opens the solenoid valve for this time period. 
Incidentally, these Solenoid dispensing valves above-men 
tioned may be precisely actuated open for periods as Small 
as about 300 microseconds. While the minimum spike 
actuation time at the spike voltage of 24 Volts is 250 
microseconds for these valves, 200 microseconds actuations 
are attainable in combination with a crystal clock frequency 
of 20 microseconds. 

0098. The dispensed volume is collected, and then mea 
sured to determine the actual volume dispensed. Briefly, as 
will be described in greater detail below, two low-volume 
measuring techniques are applied in connection with the 
present invention. One low volume measuring technique 
involves weighing the dispensed fluid (i.e., gravimetric 
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technique), while the other involves measuring the Relative 
Fluorescent Units (spectra-photometric technique) of the 
low dispensed Volumes. There are many detection tech 
niques such as absorbance, luminescence, and mass spec 
trometry that can be used. Differing detection techniques 
allow a broad range of chemistries to calibrated. Regardless 
of detection technique, multiple replicate pulses at a single 
pulse width are delivered, measuring the average dispensed 
Volume. Such averaging reduces any errors in accuracy that 
would be caused by variances in precision from each indi 
vidual dispense. Moreover, for multi-channel applications 
having identical hardware configurations, etc., as above 
indicated, systematic calibration can occur averaged by the 
number of channels. 

0099. Once the average dispensed volume is measure and 
calculated, which for the initial pulse width of 3600 micro 
seconds is about 0.097 microliters, the calibration point 
along the Calibration Profile can be plotted. Essentially, the 
measured volume delivered can be correlated to the open 
valve time (i.e., the pulse width). Applying more points, as 
illustrated in Table II of FIG. 11, the Calibration Profile of 
FIG. 10 can be generated for the volume range of 0.1 
microliter to about 1 microliter for this particular hardware 
configuration. Once this is established, any dispensing Vol 
umes within this target Volume dispensing range may be 
delivered through interpolation techniques with accuracy in 
the range of about -5% to about +5%. Further, through the 
operation interface component 55 which incorporates the 
necessary software/firmware code, data acquisition, fault 
determination, algorithms and recovery protocols that 
respond to the acquired data, the delivery volumes can be 
automated. 

0.100 For low volume, non-contact liquid dispensing in 
the very low Volume ranges attainable through the applica 
tion of solenoid dispensing valves 32, where the valve 
openings (i.e., the pulse widths) are controlled in the (200 
microseconds=0.2 milliseconds) microsecond range (i.e., 
1x10 seconds), the selection of the calibration points is 
critical. Generally, at commencement of flow through the 
solenoid dispensing valve 32, the flow velocity increases 
until a maximum flow is reached. In this range, the rate of 
change of the flow of reagent (i.e., acceleration) through the 
valve is increasing and the flow is thus not steady-state. 
Once maximum velocity is attained, the flow is substantially 
not changing where the rate of change of the flow (i.e., 
acceleration) is Substantially Zero. The dispense profile, 
thus, becomes linear. 

0101 This is exemplified more clearly in the Dispense 
Profile graph of FIG. 12, correlating the flow (nanoliters/ 
millisecond) vs. the pulse width (microseconds). Viewing 
the Dispense Profile graph is perhaps more intuitive than 
viewing the Calibration Profile of FIG. 10 where the inflec 
tion region or point can be seen where the flow becomes 
substantially steady somewhere between about 8,000 micro 
seconds to about 10,000 microseconds, in this instance. 
Experience has shown that maximum flow velocity typically 
occurs approximately at dispensing Volumes in near to 0.5 
microliter for a wide variety of hardware configurations, 
Solution properties and ambient conditions. 
0102 Due to the non-linear, non-steady-state, fully 
developed, laminar nature of flow until maximum flow 
Velocity is reached, it is this transient region that is more 
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difficult to profile. Accordingly, the majority of the calibra 
tion points should be established within this (non-steady 
state, fully developed, laminar) region. Thus, a greater 
number of pulse width selections should be allotted in this 
region when constructing the Calibration Profile (FIGS. 10 
and 12). In contrast, in the more linear region of the dispense 
profile where the flow is substantially steady, fewer calibra 
tion points are required determined to interpolate the Cali 
bration Profile. It will be appreciated, however, that consid 
eration of the transient flow is more imperative at very low 
volume dispensing (between about 0.10 microliter to about 
1.00 microliter), and at very short pulse widths (in the range 
of about 3,000 microseconds to about 10,000 microsec 
onds). In contrast, when the target dispense Volume is to 
occur where the flow velocity is at maximum velocity, such 
transient flow need not be considered because the fluid is no 
longer accelerating. 
0103) When target delivery volumes span a substantially 
wide range of Volumes (e.g., from about 0.1 microliter to 
about 50.0 microliters), the calibration profiles may be 
separated into discrete narrowly defined Volume ranges (i.e., 
three or more Calibration Profiles traversing or overlapping 
different Volume ranges). Subsequently, these profiles can be 
combined into one composite Calibration Profile. In Table 
III of FIG. 13, for example, the volume ranges are separated 
into three different volume ranges: 0.1 microliters to 1.0 
microliter, 1.0 microliter to 10.0 microliters and 10.0 micro 
liters to 40.0 microliters. 

0104. Applying the above-mentioned calibration tech 
nique, the Calibration Profiles were constructed for each 
different volume range. For the first volume range in the 
range of 0.1 microliters to 1.0 microliter, the measured data 
of which is set forth in more detail in Table III of FIG. 13, 
the resulting Calibration Profile is shown in FIG. 10. Simi 
larly, for the second volume range of 1.0 microliter to 10.0 
microliters, the resulting Calibration Profile is shown in FIG. 
14, while the third volume range of 10.0 microliters to 40.0 
microliters yields the resulting Calibration Profile of FIG. 
15. Depending upon the target Volume dispensing range, 
these Calibration Profiles can be combined to yield a wider 
range Calibration Profile. FIGS. 16-18, accordingly, yield 
Tri-Range and Dual-Range Calibration Profiles, the data of 
which can be input into a software interface for automated 
operation. It will be appreciated that the interface need not 
be graphical. Further, while the profiles can be combined, 
the software and firmware can be adapted to support a 
number of data points (ten are exemplified in this example, 
and were provided to show that the calibration ranges 
overlap at 1 uL and 10 uL) in the final calibration table. 
0105. As previously mentioned, the initial pulse widths 
selected to prepare these Calibration Profiles are estimated 
using a lower base pulse width that will deliver a volume 
less that the lowest target volume for the calibrated range, 
and an uppermost ceiling pulse width that will deliver a 
Volume that is greater than the highest target Volume in the 
calibrated range. This is exemplified in the second volume 
range (i.e., 1.0 microliter to 10.0 microliters) of Table III of 
FIG. 13, where the lower base pulse width and associated 
dispense Volume overlap the upper ceiling pulse width and 
associated dispense Volume of the first volume range (i.e., 
0.1 microliter to 1.0 microliter). Similarly, the upper ceiling 
pulse width and associated dispense Volume of the second 
volume range overlap the lower base pulse width and 
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associated dispense Volume of the third volume range (i.e., 
10.0 microliters to 40.0 microliters). In particular, in the 
second volume range of 1.0 microliter to 10.0 microliters, a 
lower base pulse width of 23,700 microseconds was selected 
which yielded a dispense volume of about 0.841 microliters. 
On the upper base end, a pulse width of 200,000 microsec 
onds was selected which yielded a dispense volume of about 
11.772 microlliters. 

0106. In one technique to determine the intermediate 
pulses for the middle of this Calibration Profile, the lower 
base pulse width is divided into the upper ceiling pulse width 
to calculate the multiples of the base pulse width to the 
ceiling pulse width. The log of this quotient is then calcu 
lated to determine the multiplier that is used to calculate the 
pulse widths that will be used in the middle of the Calibra 
tion Profile. 

0107 As set forth below, and as exemplified in Table IV 
of FIG. 19, the data of which corresponds to that in Table III, 
the quotient of the second Volume range is determined as 
follows: 

200,000 Is/23,700 us=8.438819. 

0108) Subsequently, Multiplier=Quotient'" f". 
bration points)Multiplier=1 267419. 

0109) A multiplier of 1.267419 is then calculated to 
determine the intermediary pulse widths. For example, 
23,700 usx 1.267419=30,038 us, while 30,038 
usx 1.267419=38,071 us, etc. 
0110. Using this curve-fitting technique of determining 
the pulse widths of the Calibration Profiles, calibrations can 
be developed for many ranges and numbers of calibration 
points. This curve-fitting technique is beneficial for several 
reasons. First, this technique provides the flexibility to 
calculate the pulse widths that are used within a calibration 
range, rather than guessing at pulse widths that will bracket 
the target dispense Volume. Guessing leads to the necessity 
to perform iterations of each calibration until the correct one 
is determined. Secondly, the dispense volume relative to the 
pulse width appear to increase logarithmically. Therefore, 
selecting a lower base pulse width, and then a Subsequent 
pulse width that is a logarithmic deviation from the base 
pulse width, rather than a linear deviation, should yield 
improved accuracy when the calibration profile is used in 
Software to select the dispense pulse. Lastly, this technique 
spaces the Subsequent pulse widths such that there are more 
points at the lower end of the curve and fewer points at the 
upper end of the curve (e.g., See the “Pulse Range' column 
in Table IV of FIG. 19). The time difference between point 
one and two is 956 us, between point two and three 1210 us, 
between points three and four 1532 us, and the difference 
between all Subsequent pulses are increasing to greater 
length of time. 

0111 Briefly, regarding the “Periods Pulse' column of 
Table IV of FIG. 19, the dispenser does not have the ability 
to dispense to the resolution of a single microsecond. The 
Xtal or Clock frequency is set to 20 microseconds. The 
instrument will receive a command to dispense at 3600 
microseconds. The firmware will then convert this time to 
periods (3600 us/(20 us/period))=180 periods. The dispense 
will then dispense for 180 periods of 20 microseconds. If the 
dispense time is not divisible by twenty or the set clock 
frequency the firmware will round the number of dispensing 
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periods to the lower integer. A calculated pulse with of 4556 
microseconds is converted to 227.8 periods with is the 
rounded to 228 periods or 4560 microseconds. 

0112 As mentioned above, the actual measurement of the 
dispensed volume from the dispensing orifices 35 can be 
determined using either a gravimetric calculation or spec 
trophotometric calculation. These two methods will be dis 
cussed briefly below. 
0113. With regard to the gravimetric calculation, this 
technique involves weighing of the dispensed fluid (i.e., 
gravimetric technique). By measuring the mass of fluid 
delivered after each pulse, the fluid volume delivered can be 
easily calculated and can be correlated to an open time of the 
respective Solenoid valve. Typically, multiple pulses at a 
single pulse width are delivered to a container. The container 
and dispensed liquids are weighed to determine the weight 
of the dispensed liquid once the container weight is 
removed. The reason that multiple pulses are used in the 
calibration technique is to reduce any error in accuracy that 
would be caused by variances in precision from each indi 
vidual dispense. Another technique, should the hardware 
configuration for each channel be substantially similar, is to 
simultaneously actuate each Solenoid dispensing valve with 
identical pulse widths, and then average the measured dis 
pensing Volumes for each channel. In this manner, a sys 
tematic, as opposed to individual, calibration may be per 
formed. 

0114. The volume of fluid delivered with each pulse is 
determined by the following equation: 

Density (g/mL)f 
(total mass (g) - tare mass (g)): 

Volume (nL) = (Number of Pulses): (Number of Tips). 

0115. As mentioned The pulse widths used to prepare 
these Calibration Profiles are calculated by starting with a 
lower base pulse width that will deliver a volume less that 
the lowest target Volume for the calibrated range and an 
uppermost ceiling pulse width that will deliver a volume that 
is greater than the highest target Volume in the calibrated 
range. The lower base pulse is then divided into the upper 
ceiling pulse to calculate the multiples of the base pulse to 
the ceiling pulse. The log of this quotient is then calculated 
to determine the pulses that will be used in the middle of the 
Calibration Profile. Using this technique of determining the 
pulses of the Calibration Profiles, calibrations can be devel 
oped for many ranges and numbers of calibration points. 
Different pulse widths are used for each calibration point 
such that the total masses of all of the final volumes are 
similar. In this manner the scale is always measuring a 
similar mass. However, in order to maintain a statistically 
significant number of pulses for calibration, each calibration 
point preferably applies a minimum of ten pulses. 

0116 Regarding the spectrophotometric volume calcula 
tion (or fluorescent calibration method), a technique is used 
where liquid dispensing occurs at several different pulse 
widths (i.e., valve open time periods) into a microplate 
capable of optimal fluorescence. The plate used in this 
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method is usually black plate, due to the low background. By 
measuring the fluorescence within each well and comparing 
that fluorescence to a standard curve, a Volume can be 
calculated. Once the volume is known then the relationship 
of Volume and pulse width can be plotted on a graph. 
Multiple pulses at a single pulse are delivered to single well 
of a microtiter plate and the total fluorescence is measured 
in a fluorescent plate reader. The reason that multiple pulse 
widths are used in the calibration technique is to reduce any 
error in accuracy that would be caused by variances in 
precision from each individual dispense. The tables in the 
gravimetric section below show pulses used to calibrate the 
dispenser in three different volume ranges 100 to 1,000 mL. 
1,000 to 10,000 mL and 10,000 to 40,000 mL. 
0.117) The sequence of events to calibrate with the fluo 
rescent method is outlined below: 

0118 Dispense in to a black microplate 
0119) Add diluent to the microplate 
0120 Shake the plate for one minute 
0121 Read the plate 
0.122 Calculate volume from the fluorescent standard 
curve, calculations below. 
0123 Volume delivery calculation 
0124 Export calibration plate and dispense plate 
RFU (relative fluorescence units) data to Excel 

0125 Calculate linear regression slope for the 
calibration plate 

0126 Convert RFU data on the dispense plate to 
concentration 

0127 Calculate the volume of dye delivered to 
each well 

0.128 Concentration Dye Dispensed 
0129 
0130 Volume calculation Two Methods 
0131) V=(CV)/C use if Vax-V 

y=Mx+b (slope of the linear regression) 

0132 C=value obtained from linear regression 
0133) C=Stock solution concentration (-500,000 
nmol/L) 

0134) V=volume of diluent added 
0.135 100 uL=100,000 nL 
0.136 500 mL added to 100 uL-Error of 0.5% 

0137) CV=CV use if V-V 
0138 CV=C(V+V) 
0139 CV=CV+C.V. 
0140) CV-C2V1=C.V. 
0141 V (C-C)=C.V. 
0142 V =(CV)/(C-C) 
(0143) C=value obtained from linear regres 
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0144) C=Stock solution concentration (-500, 
000 nmol/L) 

0.145) V=volume of diluent delivered to the 
well 

0146) Again, the pulse widths used to prepare these 
Calibration Profiles are calculated by starting with a lower 
base pulse width that will deliver a volume less that the 
lowest target Volume for the calibrated range and an upper 
most ceiling pulse width that will deliver a volume that is 
greater than the highest target Volume in the calibrated 
range. The lower base pulse width is then divided into the 
upper ceiling pulse width to calculate the multiples of the 
base pulse to the ceiling pulse. The log of this quotient is 
then calculated to determine the pulses that will be used in 
the middle of the Calibration Profile. Different pulses are 
used for each calibration point such that the total masses of 
all of the final volumes are similar. In this manner the scale 
is always measuring a similar mass. This is even more 
important when the calibration transitions to a fluorescent 
method for calibration. Fluorescent microplate readers have 
linear ranges that are much narrower than analytical scales. 
However, in order to maintain a statistically significant 
number of pulses for calibration, each calibration point 
preferably applies a minimum often pulses. 
0147 Although only a few embodiments of the present 
inventions have been described in detail, it should be under 
stood that the present inventions might be embodied in many 
other specific forms without departing from the spirit or 
Scope of the inventions. 

What is claimed is: 
1. A method for delivering repetitive, precision, low 

Volume liquid dispensing from a dispensing orifice of a 
non-contact liquid dispensing apparatus having an elongated 
communication passageway with one end in fluid commu 
nication with a system reservoir of system liquid and an 
opposite end terminating at the dispensing orifice, said 
method comprising: 

pressurizing the system liquid in system reservoir, at a 
Substantially constant back pressure, with a pressuriz 
ing gas that Suppresses in-gassing, and that is Substan 
tially insoluble to the system liquid; 

placing the system liquid in the communication passage 
way extending Substantially continuously from the sys 
tem liquid reservoir to the dispensing orifice; 

aspirating a dispensing liquid in the communication pas 
sageway in a manner extending from the dispensing 
orifice substantially to an interface region with the 
system fluid contained in the communication passage 
way; and 

applying a rapid pressure pulse with a predetermined 
pulse width to the pressurized system liquid causing 
Substantially accurate, relatively small Volume, non 
contact liquid dispensing of the dispensing liquid from 
the dispensing orifice. 

2. The method according to claim 1, wherein 
said pressurizing gas is comprised of helium. 
3. The method according to claim 2, wherein 
said back pressure is in the range of about 2.0 psi to about 

15.0 psi. 
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4. The method according to claim 3, wherein 
said back pressure is about 8.0 psi. 
5. The method according to claim 2, wherein 
said applying a rapid pressure pulse includes actuating a 

rapid actuation dispensing valve in fluid communica 
tion with said communication passageway, down 
stream from the system liquid reservoir and upstream 
from said air gap, between a closed condition and an 
opened condition, providing fluid communication 
between the communication passageway and the sys 
tem liquid reservoir. 

6. The method according to claim 5, further including: 
before aspirating a dispensing liquid, aspirating a rela 

tively small volume of gaseous fluid through the dis 
pensing orifice and into the communication passage 
way in a manner Such that said gaseous fluid extends 
Substantially continuously across the transverse cross 
sectional dimension of the communication passageway 
Such that, at the interface region, the relatively small 
Volume of aspirated gaseous fluid forms a minute, 
unitary air gap fully enclosed between interior walls 
defining the communication passageway and a liquid 
interface between the system liquid and the dispensing 
liquid contained in the communication passageway to 
substantially prevent dispersion and dilution therebe 
tween at said liquid interface. 

7. The method according to claim 6, further including: 
maintaining the air gap greater than about 1.0 inch to 

about 3.0 inches from said dispensing valve. 
8. The method according to claim 6, wherein 
said actuating a rapid actuation dispensing valve includes 

maintaining the dispensing valve in the opened condi 
tion for a predetermined duration correlating to said 
predetermined pressure pulse. 

9. The method according to claim 6, wherein 
aspirating said relatively small Volume of gaseous fluid 

includes actuating a metered analytical aspiration 
device, fluidly coupled to the communication passage 
way, a metered amount to aspirate said gaseous fluid. 

10. The method according to claim 9, wherein 
said actuating the metered analytical device is performed 
by stepping a metered analytical Syringe. 

11. The method according to claim 10, wherein 
said actuating an analytical aspiration device includes 

aspirating said relatively small Volume of gaseous fluid 
in the range of about 150 n1 to about 5 ul. 

12. The method according to claim 11, wherein 
said actuating an analytical aspiration device includes 

aspirating said relatively small Volume of gaseous fluid 
in the range of about 250 n1 to about 2 ul. 

13. The method according to claim 1, further including: 
after the aspirating a dispensing liquid and before the 

applying a rapid pressure pulse to the system liquid, 
Switching the communication passageway from an 
aspiration Source to a dispensing source. 

14. The method according to claim 13, wherein 
said Switching the communication passageway is per 

formed by positioning a Switching valve device from an 
aspiration condition, fluidly coupling the aspiration 
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Source to the communication passageway, to a dispens 
ing position, fluidly coupling a dispensing source to the 
communication passageway and fluidly decoupling the 
aspiration source from the communication passageway. 

15. The method according to claim 14, wherein 
said switching valve device is provided by a shear valve 

having a rotor face and a stator face, and 
said Switching the valve device to one of the aspiration 

condition and the dispensing condition includes slide 
ably and rotatably engaging a rotor face of the valve 
device against the stator face about a longitudinal axis 
of said rotor face at a stator-rotor interface, to fluidly 
couple the aspiration actuator to the communication 
passageway and fluidly couple the dispensing actuator 
to the communication passageway, respectively. 

16. The method according to claim 2, wherein 
said placing the system liquid in the communication 

passageway includes flowing the system liquid con 
tained in the communication passageway toward the 
dispensing orifice until expulsion or near expulsion of 
the system liquid from the dispensing orifice. 

17. The method according to claim 16, wherein 
said flowing the system liquid contained in the commu 

nication passageway is performed by actuating a dis 
pensing valve from the closed condition to the opened 
condition. 

18. The method according to claim 5, further including: 
before the aspirating a dispensing liquid, purging trapped 

gas contained in the dispensing valve. 
19. The method according to claim 18, wherein 
said purging trapped gas includes rapidly actuating the 

dispensing valve between the closed condition and the 
opened condition to purge trapped gases from the 
dispensing valve. 
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20. The method according to claim 19, wherein 
said rapidly actuating the dispensing valve is performed 
by actuating the dispensing valve at a discrete fre 
quency for a predetermined period of time. 

21. The method according to claim 20, wherein 
said rapidly actuating a dispensing valve is performed by 

varying the actuation frequency of the dispensing valve 
from said discrete frequency. 

22. The method according to claim 21, wherein 
said varying the actuation frequency of the dispensing 

valve is performed at a plurality of set discrete fre 
quencies, each actuation at one of the discrete frequen 
cies being for a respective predetermined period of 
time. 

23. The method according to claim 22, wherein 
said plurality of discrete frequencies are in the range of 

about 1 Hz to about 1750 HZ. 
24. The method according to claim 21, wherein 
said varying the actuation frequency is performed by a 
ramped frequency Sweep, incrementally changing the 
actuation frequency at said discrete frequencies. 

25. The method according to claim 24, wherein 
said incrementally increasing the actuation frequency is 

performed in the range from about 10 Hz to about 420 
HZ. 

26. The method according to claim 2, further including: 
providing Substantially Smooth diametric transitions in 

said communication passageway from the dispensing 
valve to the dispensing orifice to facilitate the integrity 
of said minute air gap moving through the communi 
cation passageway during the applying a rapid pressure 
pulse. 


