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The evolution of embedded systems has been defined by the transition from low-level assembly language to high-

level abstractions, primarily the C programming language. At the forefront of this educational shift for 

microcontrollers, specifically the Peripheral Interface Controller (PIC) architecture, is the work of David Benson. 

His seminal text, C What Happens, serves as a cornerstone for engineers and hobbyists alike, bridging the gap 

between hardware registers and logical software constructs. This article provides an exhaustive technical analysis 

of PIC microcontroller programming using the CCS C Compiler, following the pedagogical framework established

by Benson, while integrating the mathematical foundations of digital logic and signal processing.

The Architectural Foundation of PIC Microcontrollers

To understand why C What Happens became a critical resource, one must first grasp the architecture of the PIC 

microcontrollers. Developed by Microchip Technology, these devices are based on a Harvard Architecture, where

program memory and data memory are physically separated. This differs from the Von Neumann architecture found

in early personal computers, allowing the CPU to fetch instructions and data simultaneously.

Key Hardware Components

•  Program Memory (Flash): This is where the compiled C code resides. In 8-bit PICs, this memory is organized 

in 14-bit or 16-bit words.

•  Data Memory (SRAM): Used for storing variables during runtime. It is divided into Banks, a critical concept in 

PIC programming that requires careful management through register selection.

•  Special Function Registers (SFRs): These are memory-mapped locations that control the hardware 

peripherals, such as timers, I/O ports, and Analog-to-Digital Converters (ADCs).

•  The Working Register (WREG): An 8-bit register used for most arithmetic and logical operations in the ALU.

David Benson’s methodology emphasizes the transparency of these components. Even when writing in a high-level 

language like C, a developer must understand how the CCS C Compiler maps high-level code to these specific 

hardware addresses. For instance, declaring a variable in C involves the compiler assigning a specific address in 

the General Purpose Registers (GPR) within the SRAM.

The Role of the CCS C Compiler in Embedded Development

The CCS C Compiler (Custom Computer Services) is unique among embedded tools because it provides a high 

degree of hardware abstraction through built-in functions. While standard ANSI C is used for logic, CCS C includes 

non-standard directives and functions specifically designed to simplify PIC hardware interaction. Benson’s work 

focuses heavily on this compiler due to its efficiency and the ease with which it handles bit-bangingand peripheral

initialization.

Technical Abstraction Layers

In a standard C environment, setting a pin high might require manual manipulation of the TRIS (Tri-state) register 



and the PORTregister. In the CCS environment, this is simplified to a single function call: output_high(PIN_B0);.

However, as Benson argues, the developer must know that behind this call, the compiler is generating assembly

code that switches the B0 bit in the TRISB register to 0 (output) and the B0 bit in the PORTB register to 1 (high

voltage).



Feature Standard ANSI C (Manual) CCS C Compiler (Built-in) Hardware Action

Pin Direction TRISB = 0x00; set_tris_b(0x00); Sets Port B as Output

Digital Output PORTB |= 0x01; output_high(PIN_B0); Sets Pin B0 to 5V/3.3V

ADC Reading Manual Register Config read_adc(); Starts Conversion &amp; 
Returns Value

Delay Loops Calculation required delay_ms(100); Uses Clock Speed for 
Timing

Theoretical Framework: C Language for PIC16/17 Series

Benson’s C What Happens focuses significantly on the PIC16 and PIC17 series. These microcontrollers are 

characterized by their Reduced Instruction Set Computer (RISC)architecture. Programming these devices in C

requires a deep understanding of data types and memory constraints. Unlike a PC with gigabytes of RAM, an 8-bit

PIC might only have 368 bytes of RAM.

Memory Management and Data Types

In embedded C, selecting the correct data type is not just about logic; it is about physical space. Using an int32 (4

bytes) when an int8 (1 byte) suffices can quickly deplete the available SRAM. The following table highlights the

memory footprint of common data types in the PIC environment:



Type Size (Bits) Range Typical Use Case

int1 / short 1 0 to 1 Boolean flags, bit states

int8 / char 8 0 to 255 Standard counters, ASCII 
characters

int16 / long 16 0 to 65,535 ADC results, larger 
calculations

int32 32 0 to 4,294,967,295 Complex math, long-
duration timers

float 32 Real Numbers Mathematical modeling, 
sensor scaling

The Importance of Volatile Variables

A critical concept in C What Happens is the use of the volatile keyword. In embedded systems, hardware registers 

can change their value independently of the program flow (e.g., a timer incrementing or a pin changing state). The 

compiler optimizermight assume a variable hasn't changed if the code doesn't explicitly modify it. Marking a

variable as volatile forces the CPU to read the actual memory location every time, ensuring that the software stays

synchronized with the physical hardware.

Mathematical Foundations: From Microcontrollers to Sound

David Benson’s broader academic contributions, such as Music: A Mathematical Offering, highlight the intersection 

of mathematics and engineering. In the context of microcontrollers, this is most evident in Digital Signal 

Processing (DSP) and Pulse Width Modulation (PWM). Microcontrollers do not output true analog voltages; 

instead, they use PWM—a high-frequency digital signal that simulates analog behavior by varying the Duty Cycle.

The Mathematical Model of PWM

The average voltage (V_avg) produced by a PWM signal can be calculated using the formula:

V_avg = (t_on / T) * V_max

Where:t_on: The time the signal is high.T: The total period of the signal.V_max: The peak voltage (usually 5V).

In Music: A Mathematical Offering, Benson explores how periodic waveforms relate to frequency and pitch. When 

programming a PIC to produce a musical note, the developer must calculate the required frequency (F) and set the 

microcontroller's internal Timer2 and PR2 registers to toggle a pin at that specific interval. This involves the 

relationship: F = 1 / T .

Practical Implementation: A Step-by-Step Guide to Project Development

Applying the principles from C What Happensrequires a structured approach to project development. The following

procedure outlines the workflow for developing a standard embedded application using the CCS C Compiler and a

PIC16F877A microcontroller.

Step 1: Hardware Configuration and Directives

Every program begins with the Preprocessor Directives. These lines tell the compiler which chip is being used



and how to configure its physical fuses (e.g., the oscillator type and watchdog timer).

#include &lt;16F877A.h&gt;

#fuses HS, NOWDT, NOLVP

#use delay(clock=20000000)Step 2: Defining I/O Ports

The next phase is defining which pins will act as inputs (reading sensors) and which will act as outputs (driving

LEDs, motors, or relays). Benson advocates for descriptive naming conventions to improve code readability.

Step 3: The Main Control Loop

Unlike desktop applications that exit upon completion, an embedded program runs an infinite loop (while(TRUE)).

This ensures the microcontroller continuously monitors its environment and reacts to inputs.

Step 4: Interrupt Service Routines (ISR)

Interrupts are a sophisticated feature discussed in depth by Benson. They allow the microcontroller to pause the 

main loop instantly to handle a high-priority event, such as a timer overflow or an external signal change. This is 

essential for Real-Time Systems.

Comparative Analysis: C vs. Assembly for PIC Development

Historically, David Benson’s Easy PIC'n focused on Assembly. However, the shift to C What Happensreflects the

industry's need for faster development cycles and more maintainable code. The following table compares these two

approaches:



Feature Assembly Language C Programming (CCS)

Execution Speed Maximum (Highly Optimized) High (Compiler Dependent)

Code Readability Low (Mnemonic based) High (Logical flow)

Development Time Long (Manual Bank Switching) Short (Automated by Compiler)

Portability None (Architecture Specific) Moderate (Standard Syntax)

Learning Curve Steep Moderate

Advanced Troubleshooting and Operational Challenges

Even with the guidance of an expert like David Benson, developers encounter systematic failures in embedded

designs. Technical writing in this field must address these failure modes to provide a complete educational

experience.

1. Stack Overflow and Recursion

Standard PIC16 series microcontrollers have a hardware stack that is only 8 levels deep. In C, if a programmer 

uses deep nested function calls or recursion, the stack will overflow, causing the program to jump to an 

unpredictable memory address. Solution: Flatten the code structure and avoid recursion in 8-bit environments.

2. Floating Point Limitations

The PIC16 is an 8-bit integer-based processor. While the CCS C Compiler allows the use of float, it does so 

through software emulation, which is extremely slow and consumes significant program memory. Solution: Use 

Fixed-Point Arithmetic. Instead of calculating 5.25 Volts, represent the value as 5250 milliVolts (integer) and

handle the decimal place only during the final output/display.

3. Electromagnetic Interference (EMI) and De-bouncing

Mechanical switches do not provide a clean digital signal; they "bounce," creating several false triggers within

milliseconds. Benson’s work highlights the need for software de-bouncing—either through a small delay

(delay_ms(20)) or a state machine approach—to ensure accurate input reading.

The Synthesis of Theory and Practice

The work of David Benson represents more than just a tutorial on coding; it is a holistic approach to understanding

the interaction between high-level logic and low-level physics. By examining the "What Happens" part of the C

language, developers gain the ability to predict how their code will behave in a real-world environment where

timing, power consumption, and memory are scarce resources.

As microcontrollers continue to advance into the realms of 32-bit ARM architectures and the Internet of Things 

(IoT), the fundamental principles of register management, interrupt handling, and mathematical signal processing 

remain the same. The transition from Easy PIC'n to C What Happensserves as a roadmap for any engineer

moving from the "how" to the "why" of embedded systems. Whether designing a simple thermostat or a complex

musical synthesizer, the integration of rigorous mathematical modeling and disciplined C programming is the

hallmark of a master developer.



In the broader context of David J. Benson's research, the bridge between abstract mathematics (such as finite

group representations or the physics of sound) and the practical execution of a C program highlights a unified field

of study. Engineering is, at its core, the application of mathematical truth to physical hardware. Through the lens of

PIC microcontrollers and the CCS compiler, we see this truth in action, one clock cycle at a time.
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