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57 ABSTRACT 

A data communication circuit bufferS data between a shared 
resource and a plurality of data communication interfaces 
through a plurality of respective first-in-first-out (“FIFO") 
buffers. The data is divided into multiple-bit data frames 
having a start and an end. The circuit maintains a priority 
level for each FIFO buffer and initializes the priority level of 
each FIFO buffer to a first priority level. The circuit passes 
bits of the multiple-bit data frames from the shared resource 
to respective ones of the FIFO buffers in a buffer order which 
is based on the priority level of each FIFO buffer. The circuit 
passes the bits from the FIFO buffers to the respective data 
communication interfaces and Selectively increases the pri 
ority level of each FIFO buffer to a second, higher priority 
level as a function of a level the bits within the FIFO buffer 
and whether the end of at least one data frame is Stored in 
the FIFO buffer. 

13 Claims, 4 Drawing Sheets 
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DATA COMMUNICATION CIRCUIT AND 
METHOD FOR BUFFERING DATA 

BETWEEN A SHARED RESOURCE AND 
MULTIPLE INTERFACES 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

The present invention relates to data communication 
circuits having multiple interfaces which arbitrate for a 
Single resource. More particularly, the present invention 
relates to a priority control circuit for controlling the arbi 
tration. 

Data communication circuits Such as network devices and 
telecommunication circuits typically have Several commu 
nication channels for connecting to multiple devices Such as 
WorkStations, telephone and television Systems, Video tele 
conferencing Systems and other facilities over common data 
links or carriers. In these applications, it is common for all 
communication channels to share a common resource, Such 
as a System memory. Each channel includes a data interface 
controller, such as a serial wide area network (SWAN) 
controller or a local area network (LAN) controller. The data 
interface controller is coupled to the shared resource for 
controlling transmission of the data over the data link or 
carrier. 

Data interface controllers are often configured to transmit 
packets of data having an arbitrary length at a fixed Speed. 
For example, a WAN controller may transmit an Internet 
Protocol (IP) packet over an fixed speed ISDN Basic Rate 
Interface (BRI) using high level data length control (HDLC) 
framing. Alternatively, a LAN controller Such as an Ethernet 
controller may transmit an IP packet a fixed speed 10 Mbps 
LAN. A direct memory access (DMA) controller is often 
used for arbitrating access to the shared resource among 
multiple data interface controllers. 
A first-in-first-out (FIFO) buffer has been used for buff 

ering transmit and receive data between the DMA controller 
and each data interface controller. During a transmit 
operation, the DMA controller feeds the data packets to one 
end of the FIFO at a DMA transmission rate, and the data 
interface controller reads the packets at the other end of the 
FIFO at the rate of the fixed speed data interface. The FIFO 
is needed because the DMA transmission rate is generally 
Substantially higher on average than the rate of the fixed 
speed data interface. Also, the DMA controller is subject to 
“gaps” in its ability to feed the FIFO because of memory 
access latencies, contention with other master devices that 
are coupled to the memory bus and control logic overhead. 

Each FIFO is accompanied by control logic that requests 
Service from the DMA controller when the amount data in 
the FIFO drops below a certain point. This amount is chosen 
Such that even with worst-case memory access latency, buS 
contention and control overhead, the data in the FIFO will 
not be completely drained by the fixed Speed data interface. 
This results in a relatively large FIFO. 

In Silicon application specific integrated circuit (ASIC) 
implementations, the area on the integrated circuit die that is 
dedicated to FIFO memory is very expensive compared to 
the memory typically used for an off-chip memory Such as 
a dynamic random access memory (DRAM). It is therefore 
advantageous to be able to implement the smallest FIFO 
possible while maintaining the ability to pass data without 
risking FIFO underruns. This task is made more complex 
when multiple data interfaces exist and each data interface 
requires access to the same DMA controller to pull data from 
an external, off-chip memory. 
The traditional approach for keeping in the FIFO size 
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2 
same DMA controller has been to create a multiple priority 
Scheme. In Such a scheme, the FIFO associated with each 
data interface provides a signal to an arbitration logic block 
that indicates its priority. In a two priority system, FIFOs 
that contain only a Small amount of data are closer to 
experiencing an underrun condition and therefore Signal a 
“high priority” arbitration request to the arbitration block. 
FIFOs that contain relatively more data are not as close to 
experiencing an underrun condition and therefore Signal a 
"normal priority” arbitration request to the arbitration logic. 
Such a system ensures that FIFOs that need service urgently 
get serviced sooner than FIFOs that need service less 
urgently. In effect, FIFOs that contain more data are less 
likely to get even more data from the DMA controller 
because other FIFOs with less data are able to assert the high 
priority arbitration request. This Serves to lower the peak 
FIFO size. 

However, Such Systems require the fixed speed data 
interface to be configured to Start extracting data from the 
FIFO only after a set amount of data is in the FIFO. This 
point is referred to as a “start threshold”. If the fixed speed 
data interface is allowed to extract data from the FIFO as 
Soon as the first bit of data is stored in the FIFO from the 
DMA controller, the FIFO will have very little tolerance for 
DMA controller delays that may be occasioned by memory 
access latencies, bus contention and control logic Overhead. 
If the FIFO runs out of data before the entire data packet has 
been transmitted, a FIFO underrun occurs which corrupts 
the transmission. The amount of data that needs to be in the 
FIFO before the fixed speed data interface is allowed to 
begin extracting data from the FIFO is calculated to accom 
modate the worst-case DMA controller delays. 
The traditional method of implementing the multiple 

priority Scheme Suffers from a key deficiency. In a situation 
where multiple fixed speed data interfaces exist, each with 
their own logical FIFO channel, it is fairly common to have 
all of the FIFO's arbitrating at high priority simultaneously. 
This situation occurs when all of the fixed speed data 
interfaces begin transmitting a data packet at one time. At 
the beginning of a transmission, all of the FIFOs will be 
nearly empty, and will therefore arbitrate at high priority. 
This means that, in the worst-case, one of the FIFOs will 
have to wait for the DMA controller to satisfy all of the other 
FIFOs requests for data before its own request is satisfied, 
despite having its “high priority' flag asserted. Because this 
adds to the worst-case time before the FIFO gets serviced, 
it increases where the “start threshold” needs to be set. This 
adds to the FIFO size because the FIFO needs to be at least 
as the largest of the thresholds computed for the FIFO. A 
second deficiency of the higher “start threshold” is that 
System latency increases because the fixed speed data inter 
face is not permitted to Start its transmission until more data 
has accumulated in the FIFO. 

The data communication and priority control circuit of the 
present invention addresses these and other problems and 
offers other advantages over the prior art. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

One aspect of the present invention relates to a method of 
buffering data between a shared resource and a plurality of 
data communication interfaces through a plurality of respec 
tive first-in-first-out (“FIFO") buffers, wherein the data is 
divided into multiple-bit data frames having a start and an 
end. The method includes: maintaining a priority level for 
each FIFO buffer; initializing the priority level of each FIFO 
buffer to a first priority level; passing bits of the multiple-bit 
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data frames from the shared resource to respective ones of 
the FIFO buffers in a buffer order based on the priority level 
of each FIFO buffer; passing the bits of the multiple-bit data 
frames from the FIFO buffers to the respective data com 
munication interfaces, and Selectively increasing the priority 
level of each FIFO buffer to a second, higher priority level 
as a function of a level the bits within the FIFO buffer and 
whether the end of at least one data frame is stored in the 
FIFO buffer. 

Another aspect of the present invention relates to a 
priority control circuit for Selecting the priority level for 
each FIFO buffer. The priority control circuit includes a 
Storage level input, a frame-in-FIFO input, a priority output 
and a priority logic circuit. The Storage level input receives 
a storage level Signal which indicates a storage level of the 
FIFO buffer relative to a threshold level. The frame-in-FIFO 
input receives a frame-in-FIFO signal which indicates 
whether the end of at least one of the data frames is stored 
in the FIFO buffer. The priority logic circuit is coupled to the 
storage level input and the frame-in-FIFO input and is 
adapted to generate a priority Signal on the priority output 
based on the storage level signal and the frame-in-FIFO 
Signal. 

Another aspect of the present invention relates to a 
method of buffering data which, for each FIFO buffer, 
includes: maintaining a priority level for the FIFO buffer; 
initializing the priority level to a first priority level; passing 
bits of one of the data frames from the shared resource to the 
FIFO buffer based on the priority level of the FIFO buffer; 
setting an almost empty flag for the FIFO buffer to an active 
state when the level of stored bits is less than a first threshold 
and an inactive State when the level of Stored bits is greater 
than the first threshold; setting a start flag for the FIFO buffer 
to an active State when the level of Stored bits exceeds a 
Second, higher threshold and an inactive State when the level 
of Stored bits is less than the Second threshold; Starting 
retrieval of the data frame from the FIFO buffer by the 
respective data interface after the Start flag is Set to the active 
State; enabling a Second, higher priority level after the Start 
flag is Set to the active State; and increasing the priority level 
to the Second priority level during retrieval of the data frame 
if the almost empty flag is active and the Second priority 
level is enabled. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

FIG. 1 is a block diagram of a data communication circuit 
having multiple communication channels according to one 
embodiment of the present invention. 

FIG. 2 is a logic diagram illustrating one of the commu 
nication channels in greater detail. 

FIG. 3 is a diagram showing an end-of-frame (“EOF") 
detector in the communication channel shown in FIG. 2 in 
greater detail. 

FIG. 4 is a State diagram illustrating the function of a high 
priority enable circuit in the communication channel shown 
in FIG. 2. 

FIGS. 5A-5C are flow charts illustrating a method of 
buffering transmit data in accordance with one embodiment 
of the present invention. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE 
PREFERRED EMBODIMENTS 

FIG. 1 is a block diagram of a data communication circuit 
having multiple communication channels according to one 
embodiment of the present invention. Each communication 
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4 
channel arbitrates for a single, shared resource. Data com 
munication circuit 10 includes transmit ports 12-12, 
fixed speed data interface controllerS 14-14-1, transmit 
first-in-first-out (FIFO) buffers 16-16, direct memory 
access (DMA) controller 18, shared system memory 20 and 
central processing unit (CPU) 22. 

Transmit ports 12-12 are coupled to the outputs of 
data interface controllers 14-14, respectively. Data inter 
face controllers 14-14 are labeled “PHY 0”—“PHYN-1” 
and can include Physical Layer devices, for example, which 
interface with common data links or carriers through trans 
mit ports 12-12, respectively. For example, data inter 
face controllers 14-14 can include a Serial wide area 
network (SWAN) controller or a local area network (LAN) 
controller. These controllers can be configured to implement 
a desired protocol such as Ethernet, Frame Relay (T1/E1 or 
fractional T1/E1), ISDN basic rate interface (BRI), asyn 
chronous transfer mode (ATM), ADSL, High Level Data and 
Link Control (HDLC). Other types of data interface con 
trollers or circuits can also be used. 

Data interface controllers 14-14 are coupled to DMA 
controller 18 through respective transmit FIFOs 16-16. 
Each transmit FIFO 16-16- includes a plurality of ran 
dom access memory (RAM) locations for buffering transmit 
data from DMA controller 18 to data interface controllers 
14-14. Transmit FIFOs 16-16- can be formed by 
Separate memory devices or by Separate address ranges or 
blocks within the same memory device. 
DMA controller 18 is coupled to memory 20 and CPU 22 

over memory bus 24. In one embodiment, memory 20 
includes a dynamic random access memory (DRAM). DMA 
controller 18 operates as a data routing circuit which routes 
transmit data in multiple-bit data frames from memory 20 to 
one of the transmit FIFOs 16-16 where it can be 
accessed by its respective data interface controller 14-14 
1. Each data interface controller and its respective transmit 
FIFO define a logical communication channel within data 
communication circuit 10. 

During operation, if there is data to be transmitted and 
FIFOs 16-16 are not full, each FIFO requests service by 
DMA controller 18. DMA controller 18 Services one FIFO 
at a time according to a Selected arbitration Scheme. When 
a particular transmit FIFO is being serviced, DMA controller 
44 retrieves a word or byte of the requested data frame from 
memory 20 and passes the word or byte to the input of the 
respective FIFO. DMA controller 18 continues to pass each 
successive word or byte of the data frame from memory 20 
to the respective transmit FIFO until the entire data frame 
has been transmitted, the FIFO is full or another transmit 
FIFO having a higher priority according to the Selected 
arbitration Scheme requests Service. 
When a sufficient amount of data is in a particular FIFO 

16-16, the corresponding data interface controller 
14-14 begins retrieving the Stored words or bytes at a 
constant rate, beginning with the first word or byte that was 
passes by DMA controller 18 until the entire data frame has 
been extracted from the FIFO. Data interface controllers 
14-14 add any necessary header information Such as 
address and control information to the data, frame the header 
and data according to the Selected protocol and then transmit 
the framed header and data through transmit ports 12-12 
Data interface controllers 14-14 can operate at config 
urable and widely varying Speeds. 

Each communication channel in data communication cir 
cuit 10 shares DMA controller 18 and memory 20. Transmit 
FIFOS 16-16- are needed because the rate DMA con 
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troller 18 feeds each transmit FIFO is substantially higher on 
average than the fixed rate at which data interface controllers 
14-14 retrieve data from each transmit FIFO. Also, 
DMA controller 18 is subject to "gaps” in its ability to feed 
individual transmit FIFOs because of access latencies of 
memory 20, contention on memory bus 24 with other bus 
masters such as CPU 22, service of other transmit FIFOs and 
control logic overhead. 
AS described in more detail below with reference to FIGS. 

2-5, data communication circuit 10 reduces the Size required 
for each FIFO and reduces the transmission latency through 
each FIFO by controlling the priority of each FIFO based on 
the amount of data stored in the FIFO and whetheran the end 
of a data frame is contained in the FIFO. At the beginning 
of operation each FIFO 16-16 is initialized to a first, 
“low” priority level. Each FIFO 16-16. will be empty 
and will request service by DMA controller 18. DMA 
controller 18 services each transmit FIFO according to a 
Selected arbitration Scheme, Such as a "round robin' arbi 
tration scheme or a fixed arbitration scheme. Other arbitra 
tion Schemes can also be used. The priority level for a 
particular FIFO is increased to a Second, higher priority level 
only if the corresponding data interface controller has started 
to transmit a data frame, the FIFO is almost empty and the 
end of the data frame has not yet been passed to the FIFO 
by DMA controller 18. Once the end of the data frame is 
within the FIFO or the FIFO is not almost empty, the FIFO 
returns to the lower priority level. This prevents the FIFOs 
16–16 from arbitrating at the high priority unless a 
condition exists whereby an underrun would cause trans 
mission problems. 

FIG. 2 is a logical diagram illustrating one of the com 
munication channels in greater detail. Communication chan 
nel 40 includes fixed speed data interface controller 14, 
transmit FIFO 16, DMA controller 18, end-of-frame 
(“EOF") detector 42 and priority control circuit 44. DMA 
controller 18 has a data output 50 and a write control output 
52. When DMA controller 18 passes a word or byte to 
transmit FIFO 16, DMA controller 18 provides the word or 
byte on data output 50 and applies a write pulse, Such as a 
logic high or low pulse, to write control output 52. Transmit 
FIFO 16 receives the write pulse on write control input 56 
and stores the word or byte received on data input 54 at a 
selected address. The control circuitry within transmit FIFO 
16o maintains a write pointer (riot shown) which points to a 
current address within the FIFO at which the word or byte 
will be stored. Transmit FIFO 16 increments the address of 
the write pointer after each word or byte is written into the 
FIFO. 

Transmit FIFO 16 has a data output 58 which is coupled 
to data input 60 of fixed speed data interface controller 14. 
Transmit FIFO 16 also includes a read control input 62 
which is coupled to read control output 64 of data interface 
controller 14. Data interface controller 14 reads each 
Subsequent word or byte that is stored in transmit FIFO 16 
at fixed rate by providing a Series of read pulses on read 
control output 64. The control circuitry within transmit FIFO 
16 maintains a read pointer (also not shown) which is 
incremented with each read pulse received on read control 
input 62. AS each read pulse is received on read control input 
62, transmit FIFO 16 provides the word or byte of the data 
frame that is stored in the address referenced by the current 
read pointer to data output 58. 

The control circuitry within transmit FIFO 16 also main 
tains Several Status flags which reflect the amount of data 
stored within the FIFO. These status flags include an “almost 
empty' flag, which is provided on output 70, a “start” flag, 
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6 
which is provided on output 72, and an “almost full” flag 
which is provided on output 74. The almost empty flag on 
output 70 has an active State (e.g. a logic high level) when 
the number of words or bytes stored in transmit FIFO 16 
exceeds a first threshold represented by arrow 80 and has an 
inactive state (e.g. a logic low level) when the number of 
words or bytes stored in transmit FIFO 16 is less than 
threshold 80. Output 70 is coupled to input 76 of priority 
control circuit 44. AS data interface controller 14 extracts 
words or bytes from transmit FIFO 16, the state of the 
almost empty flag on output 70 indicates whether transmit 
FIFO 16 is almost out of data. 
The start flag on output 72 has an active state when the 

number of words or bytes stored in transmit FIFO 16 
exceeds a second, higher threshold 82. Output 72 is coupled 
to input 78 of priority control circuit 44 and to input 86 of 
data interface controller 14. To avoid data underruns, data 
interface controller 14 is configured to Start extracting data 
from transmit FIFO 16 only after the number of words or 
bytes stored in transmit FIFO 16 exceeds threshold 82. The 
amount of data that needs to be in transmit FIFO 16 before 
data interface 14 is allowed to begin extracting data is 
calculated to accommodate the worst case delays associated 
with memory access latencies, contention on memory buS 24 
and control logic overhead. If data interface controller 14 
were allowed to extract data from transmit FIFO 16 as soon 
as the first word byte is stored in the FIFO by DMA 
controller 18, the FIFO would have very little tolerance 
delays in the ability of DMA controller 18 to supply data to 
transmit FIFO 16. 
The almost full flag on output 74 indicates whether 

transmit FIFO 16 is almost full of data. Output 74 has an 
active state if the number of words or bytes stored in 
transmit FIFO 16 exceeds a third threshold 84 and has 
inactive state if the number of stored words or bytes is less 
than threshold 84. the almost full flag on output 74 is 
coupled to input 90 of DMA controller 18 and serves as a 
DMA request Signal. 
As long as transmit FIFO 16 is not almost full, transmit 

FIFO 16 continually requests service by DMA controller 18 
through output 74. If transmit FIFO 16 is almost full, output 
74 goes active indicating that no further data transfers 
should be made to transmit FIFO 16. The status flags on 
outputs 70, 72 and 74 can be stored in hardware or software 
registers, for example. 
EOF detector 42 and priority control circuit 44 monitor 

the data being transmitted to and from transmit FIFO 16 
and the States of the Status flags for generating a high priority 
flag on priority output 94. The high priority flag has a logic 
State which is based on the amount of data Stored in transmit 
FIFO 16 and whether the end of at least one data frame is 
stored within the FIFO. An active state on priority output 94 
indicates a high priority arbitration level, and an inactive 
state on priority output 94 indicates a low priority arbitration 
level. Priority output 94 is coupled to priority input 92 of 
DMA controller 18. 

Each of the other transmit FIFOs 16-16 has a similar 
EOF detector 42 (not shown) and a similar priority control 
circuit 44 (also not shown) which are coupled to inputs 
90-90 and 92-92, respectively. The EOF detectors 
and priority control circuits of the various FIFOs can be 
implemented as Separate circuits for each FIFO or can be 
grouped together as a single circuit. These circuits can be 
implemented within the control logic of each transmit FIFO, 
within DMA arbitration logic 100 or as an independent 
circuit. 
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The order in which DMA controller 18 Services the DMA 
requests received on inputs 90-90 is determined by 
DMA arbitration logic 100. In one embodiment, arbitration 
logic 100 services transmit FIFOs 16-16 on order of 
priority and, among the transmit FIFOS having the same 
priority, services the FIFOs on a rotating “round robin' 
basis. 
EOF detector 42 detects whether the end of at least one 

data frame is stored in transmit FIFO 16 by monitoring the 
data being written to and read from the FIFO. In the 
embodiment shown in FIG. 2, the data bits provided by 
DMA controller 18 on data output 50 includes an EOF flag 
160. DMA controller 18 sets EOF flag 160 to an active state 
when the word or byte being written to transmit FIFO 16 is 
the end of a data frame. EOF flag 160 is coupled to input 110 
of EOF detector 42. Write control output 52 of DMA 
controller 18 is coupled to input 112 of EOF detector 42. 

Similarly, one of the bits provided by transmit FIFO 16 
on data output 58 includes EOF flag 162. EOF flag 162 
corresponds to the EOF flag bit associated with the word or 
byte presently being read from transmit FIFO 16. When 
that word or byte is the end of the data frame being 
transmitted to data interface controller 14, EOF flag 162 is 
active. EOF flag 162 is coupled to input 114 of EOF detector 
42. Read control output 64 of data interface controller 14 is 
coupled to input 116 of EOF detector 42. 
EOF detector 42 monitors the Signals generated on inputs 

110, 112, 114 and 116 to determine whether the end of at 
least one data frame is stored within transmit FIFO 16. EOF 
detector circuit 42 generates an active State on frame-in 
FIFO output 118 when the end of at least one data frame is 
Stored in transmit FIFO 16 and generates an inactive State 
on frame-in-FIFO output 118 when there is no end of a data 
frame stored in transmit FIFO 16. 

FIG. 3 is a diagram showing EOF detector 42 in greater 
detail. EOF detector 42 includes AND gates 130 and 131, 
counter 132 and Zero detector 134. The EOF flag and the 
write control signal received on inputs 110 and 112 are 
provided to the inputs of AND gate 130. The output of AND 
gate 130 is coupled to the up count control input “UP” of 
counter 132. The EOF flag and the write control signal 
received on inputs 114 and 116 are provided to the inputs of 
AND gate 131. The output of AND gate 131 is coupled to 
the down count control input “DN” of counter 132. Output 
count “O'” of counter 132 is applied to the input of zero 
detector 134. The output of Zero detector 134 forms frame 
in-FIFO output 118. 

If the end of frame is being written to transmit FIFO 16, 
the EOF flag on input 110 and the write control signal on 
input 112 will be active, which causes counter 132 to 
increment the count on output Q by one. If the end of frame 
is being read from transmit FIFO 16, the EOF flag on input 
114 and the read control signal on input 116 will be active, 
which causes counter 132 to decrement the count on output 
Q. AS long as the end of at least one data frame is Stored in 
transmit FIFO 16, the count on output Q will be greater than 
0. If the count on output Q is zero, Zero detector 134 
generates an inactive state on frame-in-FIFO output 118. If 
output Q is not Zero, Zero detector 134 generates an active 
state on frame-in-FIFO output 118. The logic state on output 
118 serves as a frame-in-FIFO (“FIF") flag. 

Referring back to FIG. 2, priority control circuit 44 
includes AND gate 140 and high priority enable logic 142. 
AND gate 140 has an input 144 which is coupled to input 76 
for receiving the almost empty flag, an input 146 which is 
coupled to high priority enable output 148 of high priority 
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enable logic 142 and an output which forms priority output 
94. High priority enable logic 122 has an input 152 which is 
coupled to input 78 for receiving the Start flag and an input 
154 which is coupled to frame-in-FIFO input 156 for 
receiving the FIF flag from EOF detector 42. 

FIG. 4 is a State diagram illustrating the function of high 
priority enable logic 122. In the embodiment shown in FIG. 
4, high priority enable logic 122 includes a State machine 
having two States, a high priority disable State 160 and a high 
priority enable State 162. At Start-up or after a System reset, 
as indicated by arrow 164, logic 122 is initialized to high 
priority disable state 160 in which enable output 148 is 
inactive. The inactive state of enable output 148 resets 
priority output 94 of AND gate 120 to the inactive state, 
indicating that transmit FIFO 16 arbitrates at the normal, 
low priority level. Therefore, at start-up or whenever all data 
interface controllers 14-14 start to transmit data frames 
at one time, the corresponding transmit FIFOS 16-16- all 
arbitrate at the normal, low priority level. 

Enable logic 142 enters high priority enable state 162 
through arrow 166 once two conditions are satisfied: 1) the 
Start flag on input 78 has become active, indicating that there 
is enough data in transmit FIFO 16 to begin transmitting to 
data interface 14; and 2) the frame-in-FIFO input 156 is 
inactive, indicating that there is no end of frame Stored 
within transmit FIFO 16. In enable state 162, high priority 
enable output 148 is active, thereby enabling AND gate 140. 

If the almost empty flag on input 76 is inactive, indicating 
that the amount of data in transmit FIFO 16 exceeds 
threshold 80, priority output 94 will remain inactive and 
transmit FIFO 16 will continue to arbitrate at the normal, 
low priority level. If the almost empty flag on input 76 is 
active, indicating that transmit FIFO 16 is almost out of 
data, priority output 94 will become active and transmit 
FIFO 16 will arbitrate at the high priority level. Transmit 
FIFO 16 will therefore get serviced by DMA controller 18 
before all other transmit FIFOs that are arbitrating at the 
normal, low priority level. If more than one transmit FIFO 
is arbitrating at the high priority level, a traditional arbitra 
tion scheme can be used by DMA arbitration logic 100 as 
discussed above to determine which transmit FIFO gets 
Serviced first. 

If the end of the present data frame being transmitted by 
data interface 14 is written into transmit FIFO 16, frame 
in-FIFO input 156 will become active. The active state on 
input 156 causes enable logic 142 to move to high priority 
disable state 160 through arrow 168 in FIG. 4, and high 
priority enable output 148 becomes inactive. The inactive 
State on high priority enable output 148 causes priority 
output 94 to go inactive, which results in transmit FIFO 16 
arbitrating at the normal, low priority level. Since the end of 
the data frame is stored in transmit FIFO 16, even if the 
amount of data stored in transmit FIFO 16 is less than 
threshold 80, an underrun for that data frame cannot occur. 
This prevents transmit FIFO 16 from arbitrating at the high 
priority level unless a condition exists whereby an underrun 
would cause transmission problems. Such as when data 
interface 14o has started to transmit the data frame, and the 
end of the frame has not yet been sent by DMA controller 18 
to transmit FIFO 16. 

FIGS. 5A-5C are flow charts illustrating a method of 
buffering data between a shared resource and a plurality of 
data communication interfaces according to one embodi 
ment of the present invention. FIG. 5A shows the process of 
passing data from the DMA controller (the shared resource) 
to one of the transmit FIFOS. This process is executed for 
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each of the other transmit FIFOs. The process starts at step 
200 with a start-up condition or a system reset. At step 201, 
the DMA controller determines whether there is data avail 
able for transmission to the transmit FIFO. If there is no data 
available, the DMA controller waits at step 201. If there is 
data available, the DMA controller checks the almost full 
flag from the transmit FIFO, at step 202. If the almost full 
flag is active, the transmit FIFO is almost full and the DMA 
controller waits at step 202. Once the almost full flag 
becomes inactive, the DMA controller determines whether 
that transmit FIFO has won arbitration over the other 
transmit FIFOs, at step 203. If not, the DMA controller waits 
until it is that transmit FIFO's turn to be serviced. When the 
transmit FIFO has won arbitration, the DMA controller 
writes one burst of data into the transmit FIFO, at step 204, 
and the DMA controller returns to step 201 to check for 
additional data. 

FIG. 5B shows the process of passing data from one of the 
transmit FIFOs to the corresponding data interface control 
ler. At step 210, the data interface controller checks the start 
flag and the frame-in-FIFO (FIF) flag provided by the 
transmit FIFO. If neither of these flags are active, the data 
interface controller waits at step 210. If the start flag 
becomes active, then there is enough data in the transmit 
FIFO for the data interface controller to begin retrieving the 
data at a constant rate until the entire data frame has been 
retrieved, at step 210. If the FIF flag is active, but the start 
flag is not active, then there is a small data frame in the FIFO 
which is not large enough to activate the Start flag. This data 
frame can be retrieved, at Step 211, without causing an 
underrun for that frame since the end of the frame is in the 
FIFO. The data interface controller continues to read data 
from the transmit FIFO at step 212 until the end of the frame 
is read, at step 212. Once the end of the frame is read by the 
data interface controller, the process returns to Step 210 to 
wait for another data frame. 

FIG. 5C shows the process of determining the priority for 
one of the transmit FIFOs. This process is also executed for 
each of the other transmit FIFOs. The process starts at step 
215 with a start-up condition or a System reset. At Start-up, 
the almost empty flag will be active, the Start flag will be 
inactive and the almost full flag will be inactive. At step 216, 
the priority control logic Sets the priority of the transmit 
FIFO to the low priority level. At step 217, if the start flag 
is inactive or if the end of at least one data frame is in the 
FIFO, the priority control logic maintains the priority of the 
FIFO at the low level. If the start flag is active and if there 
is no end of frame in the FIFO, the priority control logic 
checks the almost empty flag of the FIFO, at step 218. If the 
FIFO is not almost empty, the priority control logic main 
tains the priority level of the FIFO at the low level, at step 
219. If the FIFO is almost empty, the priority control logic 
sets the priority level of the FIFO to the high level, at step 
220. At Step 221, the priority control logic check to See 
whether the end of the data frame has been written into the 
FIFO. If not, the priority control logic continues to watch the 
almost empty flag at Step 218. If the almost empty flag 
becomes inactive, the priority control logic returns the 
returns the priority level of the FIFO to the low level, at step 
219. At step 221, once the end of the data frame being 
transmitted is written into the FIFO, the priority control 
logic returns the the FIFO to the low priority level, at step 
216, and the process repeats. 

The data communication circuit and method of the present 
invention reduce the size of the transmit FIFO that is needed 
for buffering data between a shared resource and multiple 
data interfaces by reducing the maximum time that the 
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transmit FIFO needs to wait for DMA service when it is 
most needed. The magnitude of the reduction in FIFO size 
depends Strongly on System parameterS Such as worst case 
memory latency, arbitration overhead and the number of 
data interfaces. The circuit and method reduce the chance 
that the transmit FIFO will arbitrate at the high priority level. 
Therefore, a transmit FIFO at high priority is less likely to 
have competition from another transmit FIFO that is also at 
the high priority level. The transmit FIFO at the high priority 
level will therefore see a quicker response to its DMA 
request when it is most needed. This reduces the required 
FIFO size. As a result, more data interfaces can be imple 
mented on a Single integrated circuit Such as an application 
Specific integrated circuit (ASIC). In one embodiment, all 
the elements of FIGS. 1-3 are implemented on a single 
ASIC. 
The present invention provides automatic compensation 

for data communication interface Speed variations. Once the 
fastest possible data interface Speed is accommodated, all 
slower Speeds and any combination of fast and Slow Speeds 
will work equally well. In a traditional two priority arbitra 
tion scheme, all the transmit FIFOs regularly arbitrate at 
high priority at the beginning of a data frame, regardless of 
the data rate of the associated data interface. This created a 
Strong pressure to make the “start” flag and the "almost 
empty' flag thresholds data rate-dependent. Lowering these 
thresholds in the case of a slow data interface would safely 
shorten the period of time that the slow data interface 
arbitrates at a high priority, thus reducing the peak FIFO size 
requirements. However, this extra control complexity is not 
needed in the present invention because the transmit FIFOs 
do not arbitrate at high priority at the beginning of a data 
frame Since the Start flag has not yet been Set. 
The present invention lowers peak transmission latency. 

The fact that all of the data interfaces in a traditional 
two-priority Scheme arbitrated at high priority at the begin 
ning of a data frame did not lower the peak latency that a 
frame could encounter at transmission because all the other 
interfaces could arbitrate at the high priority level Simulta 
neously. Since the Start flag threshold in the present inven 
tion does not have to be higher to account for worst case 
peak arbitration overhead, the present invention lowers peak 
latency parameters. 

Although the present invention has been described with 
reference to preferred embodiments, workerS Skilled in the 
art will recognize that changes may be made in form and 
detail without departing from the Spirit and Scope of the 
invention. For example, many elements of the data commu 
nication circuit can be implemented in either hardware or 
Software. Individual Signals can be active high or active low, 
and the terms “active” and “inactive” are interchangeable. 
The corresponding circuitry can be inverted to Suit a par 
ticular convention. The term “coupled' can include various 
types of connections or couplings and can include a direct 
connection or a connection through one or more intermedi 
ate components. 
What is claimed is: 
1. A method of buffering data between a shared resource 

and a plurality of data communication interfaces through a 
plurality of respective first-in-first-out (“FIFO") buffers, 
wherein the data is divided into multiple-bit data frames 
having a Start and an end, the method comprising: 

maintaining a priority level for each FIFO buffer; 
initializing the priority level of each FIFO buffer to a first 

priority level; 
passing bits of the multiple-bit data frames from the 

shared resource to respective ones of the FIFO buffers 
in a buffer order based on the priority level of each 
FIFO buffer; 
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passing the bits of the multiple-bit data frames from the 
FIFO buffers to the respective data communication 
interfaces, and 

selectively increasing the priority level of each FIFO 
buffer to a Second, higher priority level as a function of 
a level the bits within the FIFO buffer and whether the 
end of at least one data frame is stored in the FIFO 
buffer. 

2. The method of claim 1 and further comprising: 
maintaining an almost empty flag for each FIFO buffer 

which, when active, indicates that the level of the bits 
within the FIFO buffer is less than a first threshold; 

maintaining a frame-in-FIFO flag for each FIFO buffer 
which, when active, indicates that the end of at least 
one of the multiple-bit data frames is stored within th 
e FIFO buffer; and 

wherein the Step of Selectively increasing the priority 
level comprises increasing the priority level of a par 
ticular FIFO buffer to the second priority level if the 
almost empty flag of that FIFO buffer is active and the 
frame-in-FIFO flag for that FIFO buffer is inactive. 

3. The method of claim 2 and further comprising: 
resetting the priority level of the particular FIFO buffer 

from the second priority level to the first priority level 
if the almost empty flag of that FIFO buffer is inactive 
or if the frame-in-FIFO flag for that FIFO buffer is 
active. 

4. The method of claim 2 and further comprising: 
setting a start flag to an active state for each FIFO buffer 
when the level of the bits stored within in the FIFO 
buffer exceeds a Second threshold, which is greater 
than the first threshold; 

wherein passing the bits of the multiple-bit data frames 
from the FIFO buffers to the respective data interfaces 
comprises retrieving the entire data frame from the 
FIFO buffer after the start flag has been set the active 
Sate; and 

wherein the Step of Selectively increasing the priority 
level comprises increasing the priority level of a par 
ticular FIFO buffer to the second priority level during 
the Step of retrieving the data frame if the almost empty 
flag of that FIFO buffer is active, the frame-in-FIFO 
flag of that FIFO buffer is inactive and the start flag has 
been Set to the active State. 

5. The method of claim 1 and further comprising: 
setting an almost full flag to an active state for each FIFO 

buffer when the FIFO buffer is almost full; and 
wherein the Step of passing the bits of the multiple-bit data 

frames from the shared resource to respective ones of 
the FIFO buffers comprises passing the bits only if the 
almost full flag of that FIFO buffer is inactive. 

6. A data communication circuit for buffering data which 
is divided into multiple-bit data frames having a start and an 
end, the circuit comprising: 

a data routing circuit; 
a plurality of first-in-first-out (“FIFO") buffers, each 

buffer comprising a data input coupled to the data 
routing circuit for receiving bits of respective data 
frames from the data routing circuit, a plurality of 
Storage locations for Storing the received bits, a data 
output, and a Storage level output which indicates a 
level of the stored bits within the FIFO buffer; 

a plurality of data interfaces, each data interface being 
coupled to the data output of a respective FIFO buffer; 

an end-of-frame detector circuit coupled to the data input 
of each FIFO buffer and generating a frame-in-FIFO 
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12 
output for each FIFO buffer which indicates whether 
the end of at least one of the data frames is Stored in that 
FIFO buffer; and 

a priority circuit coupled to the data routing circuit and 
generating a priority level output for each FIFO buffer 
which is based on the frame-in-FIFO output and the 
storage level output of that FIFO buffer. 

7. The data communication circuit of claim 6 wherein: 
the FIFO buffer further comprises a write control input 

which is coupled to the data routing circuit and a read 
control input which is coupled to the data interface, and 
end-of-frame input which is coupled to the data routing 
circuit and an end-of-frame output which is coupled to 
the data interface; and 

the end-of-frame detector comprises, for each FIFO 
buffer: an OR gate having inputs coupled to the end 
of-frame input and the end-of-frame output; a counter 
having a count enable input coupled to the output of the 
OR gate, an up control input coupled to the write 
control input, a down control input coupled to the read 
control input and an output; and a Zero detector circuit 
having an input coupled to the output of the counter and 
an output which forms the frame-in-FIFO output. 

8. The data communication circuit of claim 6 wherein: 
the Storage level output comprises an almost empty flag 

output which indicates whether the level of the stored 
bits in the FIFO buffer exceeds a first threshold; 

each FIFO buffer further comprises a start flag output 
which indicates whether the level of the stored bits in 
the FIFO buffer exceeds a second threshold which is 
greater than the first threshold; and 

the priority circuit comprises: 
a state machine comprising a first input coupled to the 

frame-in-FIFO output, a Second input coupled to the 
Start flag output and a high priority enable output 
which has an active state if the frame-in-FIFO output 
is inactive and the Start flag output is active and has 
an inactive state if the frame-in-FIFO output is 
active; and 

an AND gate having a first input coupled to the almost 
empty output flag, a Second input coupled to the high 
priority enable output, and an output which forms the 
priority level output. 

9. The data communication circuit of claim 6 wherein: 
the data routing circuit comprises a data request input for 

each FIFO buffer; and 
each FIFO buffer further comprises an almost full flag for 

each FIFO buffer which is coupled to a corresponding 
one of the data request inputs and, when active, indi 
cates that the FIFO buffer is almost full. 

10. A priority control circuit for selecting a priority level 
for a data communication first-in-first-out (“FIFO") buffer 
which is a dapted to buffer multiple-bit data frames having 
a start and an end, the circuit comprising: 

a first Storage level input for receiving a first Storage level 
signal which indicates a storage level of the FIFO 
buffer relative to a first threshold level; 

an frame-in-FIFO input for receiving a frame-in-FIFO 
Signal which indicates whether the end of at least one 
of the data frames is stored in the FIFO buffer; 

a priority output, and 
a priority logic circuit which is coupled to the first Storage 

level input and the frame-in-FIFO input and is adapted 
to generate a priority Signal on the priority output based 
on the first storage level signal and the frame-in-FIFO 
Signal. 
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11. The priority control circuit of claim 10 wherein: the 
first Storage level Signal is in an 

active state if the storage level of the FIFO buffer is less 
than the first threshold level and is otherwise in an 
inactive State; 

the frame-in-FIFO signal is in an active state if the end of 
at least one of the data frames is stored in the FIFO 
buffer and is otherwise in an inactive State; 

the priority logic circuit is adapted to Set the priority 
Signal to indicate a first priority level if the first Storage 
level Signal is in the inactive State or if the frame-in 
FIFO status signal is in the active state; and 

the priority logic circuit is adapted to Set the priority 
Signal to indicate a Second priority level if the first 
Storage level Signal is in the active and the frame-in 
FIFO signal is in the inactive state. 

12. The priority control circuit of claim 11 and further 
comprising: 

a Second Storage level Status input for receiving a Second 
Storage level Signal which has an active State if the 
storage level of the FIFO buffer exceeds a second 
threshold level, which is greater than the first threshold 
level; and 

the priority logic circuit comprises: 
a State machine having a first input coupled to the 

Second Storage level input, a Second input coupled to 
the frame-in-FIFO input, and a high priority enable 
output, wherein the high priority enable output is in 
an active, enable State if the Second Storage level 
signal is in the active state and the frame-in-FIFO 
Signal is in the inactive State and wherein the high 
priority enable output is in an inactive, disable state 
if the frame-in-FIFO signal is in the active state; and 
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a logic AND circuit having a first input coupled to the 

first Storage level input, a Second input coupled to the 
high priority enable output and an output coupled to 
the priority output. 

13. A method of buffering data between a shared resource 
and a plurality of data interfaces through a plurality of 
respective first-in-first-out (“FIFO") buffers, wherein the 
data is divided into multiple-bit data frames having a start 
and an end, the method comprising, for each FIFO buffer: 

maintaining a priority level for the FIFO buffer; 
initializing the priority level to a first priority level; 
passing bits of one of the data frames from the shared 

resource to the FIFO buffer based on the priority level 
of the FIFO buffer; 

setting an almost empty flag for the FIFO buffer to an 
active state when the level of stored bits is less than a 
first threshold and an inactive state when the level of 
stored bits is greater than the first threshold; 

setting a start flag for the FIFO buffer to an active state 
when the level of Stored bits exceeds a Second, higher 
threshold and an inactive state when the level of stored 
bits is less than the second threshold; 

starting retrieval of the data frame from the FIFO buffer 
by the respective data interface after the Start flag is Set 
to the active State; 

enabling a Second, higher priority level after the Start flag 
is Set to the active State; and 

increasing the priority level to the Second priority level 
during retrieval of the data frame if the almost empty 
flag is active and the Second priority level is enabled. 

k k k k k 
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