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when REPTile was enabled. Figure 8 shows the maxi-
mum, average, and minimum daily battery voltage over 
the length of the mission, as well as the incident energy 
absorbed by the solar panels.  The incident energy takes 
into account the orbit insolation period, which varies 
with orbit solar beta angle, and the angle between the 
solar panels and the sun (solar panel power produc-
tion decreases as the cosine of the incidence angle). The 
science instrument was duty-cycled, to maintain the 
battery voltage and ensure an overall positive CSSWE 
power balance. Figure 8 also labels select events over 
the length of the mission; event E1 marks when the sci-
ence instrument was first enabled on October 4, 2012. 
Events E2, E3, and E5 correspond to anomalies, while 
event E4 represents the ACS enable.

3.3. Thermal Control

CSSWE primarily uses a passive thermal control 
system.  Throughout design and development, a model 
built- in Thermal Desktop® was used to determine the 

necessary design modifications to ensure that the tem-
peratures within the spacecraft remained within design 
levels. Based on the thermal model, thermal windows 
were placed on all 3U sides of the electronics stack (vis-
ible in Figures 1 and 4). These thermal windows are 
covered with high-emissivity silver coated Teflon tape, 
which keeps the electronics stack cool. The only active 
component of the thermal control system is a battery 
heater/thermistor to ensure that the battery tempera-
ture is ≥5˚C. The battery is also wrapped in Multi-layer 
Insulation (MLI) to decrease heater use.

Although not required by the funding agency (NSF) 
or the launch provider, the CSSWE team chose to per-
form a thermal vacuum (TVAC) test to verify the per-
formance of the satellite over the temperature extremes 
experienced in the on-orbit environment. The team 
used a LASP TVAC chamber to keep CSSWE below 
10−6 Torr while completing eight temperature cycles 
over a period of ten days. Each cycle is defined by a six-
hour soak at each of the cold and hot extremes (-25˚C 
/ +40˚C). The temperature of the aluminum shell was 
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Figure 8: Daily battery voltage and solar panel incident energy over time. The maximum, average, and minimum daily voltages are shown. Select mis-
sion events are labeled consistently with Figures 11 and 14.



Copyright © A. Deepak Publishing. All rights reserved.

measured independently of CSSWE housekeeping sen-
sors, using the average of four external thermistors to 
determine when soak thresholds had been met. Figure 
9 shows three cycles from the TVAC test as measured 
in December 2011. During the TVAC test, the software 
control for the battery heater was set to ensure the bat-
tery temperature never fell below 10˚C (this threshold 
was set to 5˚C for on-orbit operations).

Figure 10 shows the daily average temperature of 
various interior components of CSSWE as measured 
on orbit. These daily averages closely follow the orbit 
insolation percentage (visible in Figure 7), albeit with 
minor offsets. The REPTile board temperature is seen 
to have a significant offset starting in mid-October. 

A system anomaly (discussed later) affected some 
CSSWE Analog to Digital Converters (ADCs) which 
caused this behavior. The REPTile board temperature 
was corrected using redundant telemetry (both origi-
nal and corrected REPTile board temperatures are 
shown in Figure 10).

Figures 9 and 10 show that TVAC testing gives a 
good estimate of the relative temperatures of various 
components as experienced on orbit. However, there 
are differences attributable to the test setup. The TVAC 
chamber had both radiative and conductive heat trans-
fer though the mounting mechanism, while the orbital 
environment is almost exclusively radiative heat trans-
fer. Also, the cold soak was never experienced on orbit 
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Figure 9: Interior temperatures over time, as measured during TVAC testing in December 2011. The external shell temperature was calculated from 
the average of four thermistors and was recorded once every 68 seconds. All other temperatures are ten-minute averages recorded by CSSWE.
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(the maximum eclipse experienced by CSSWE was 34 
minutes), thus the TVAC test was significantly colder 
than the worst case on-orbit environment.

 The daily minimum, average, and maximum tem-
peratures experienced by the C&DH board are shown 
in Figure 11. Similar to other internal telemetry points, 
C&DH experienced daily temperature fluctuations of 
10˚C to 15˚C. The largest swings between minimum 
and maximum temperatures occur close to beta angle 
zero, when the satellite experiences the longest eclipse 
time. Select mission events are labeled consistently 
with Figures 8 and 14.

Table 1 compares the design mission-allowable 
temperature ranges to those recorded on orbit. The 
on- orbit temperatures were almost always within the 

mission design range, and mostly within the thermal 
model expected range. However, the on-orbit solar 
panel temperatures do not fit within the mission de-
sign range; these showed spikes of 110˚C to 120˚C at 
two points in the mission. These spikes in temperature 
occur when the roll rate of the satellite is near zero and 
each side of the satellite sees the sun for an extended 
period of time. Also, the thermal model predictions are 
as much as 10˚C to 15˚C off from the on-orbit data. 
CSSWE did not have the resources to complete a ther-
mal balance test, which would have resulted in a more 
accurate thermal model. Instead, the TVAC boundar-
ies were set to test temperatures beyond the thermal 
model predictions (where possible, due to limits of 
TVAC chamber).
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Figure 10: Daily average on orbit interior temperatures. The REPTile board temperature was effected by an anomaly occurring 10/14/2012. This telem-
etry has been corrected using redundant telemetry.
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Table 1: The mission was designed with specific temperature limits in 
mind, and a thermal model was iterated with design changes to best 
match the designed temperature range. The on-orbit temperatures expe-
rienced are mostly within the designed temperature range.

Part Design 
Range 
(˚C)

Model 
Predict 
(˚C)

TVAC 
Test (˚C)

On Orbit 
(˚C) 

Board Stack -30/+40 -5/+26 -25/+40 -4/+35
REPTile Detectors -20/+30 -7/+21 -25/+40 -4/+35
Battery Case 0/+60 +22/+47 +10/+40 +5/+38
Solar Panels -55/+40 -50/+55 -35/+45 -60/+60*

*Spikes of up to 120˚C were experienced during near-zero roll periods.

3.4. Attitude Determination and Control System  
       (ADCS)

CSSWE uses a Passive Magnetic Attitude Control 
(PMAC) system (Gerhardt and Palo, 2010). This system 
is composed of one hard-magnet cylinder to restore the 
spacecraft to the local magnetic field and six soft- mag-

net hysteresis rods to dampen the angular velocity of 
the spacecraft. The PMAC system causes the satellite 
attitude to converge to a limited oscillation about the 
local magnetic field with an amplitude of ±15˚ or less. 
Figure 12 shows the attitude response of CSSWE over 
the first 20 days on orbit. As shown, CSSWE converged 
to within 15˚ of the local magnetic field after one week 
in orbit.

Figure 12: The angle between the local magnetic field and the CSSWE 
Z-axis is shown over the first 20 days on-orbit. The red line indicates an 
angle of 15˚.  CSSWE converged to within 15˚ of the magnetic field one 
week after orbit insertion.

The Colorado Student Space Weather Experiment (CSSWE) On-Orbit Performance

JoSS, Vol. 3, No. 1, p. 275

Figure 11: Daily C&DH temperature and orbit insolation percentage over the mission duration. The maxi- mum, average, and minimum daily tem-
peratures are shown. Select mission events are labeled consistently with Figures 8 and 14.
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The attitude determination is performed using 
one three-axis magnetometer (located on the REPTile 
elec- tronics board) and four photodiodes (one on each 
solar panel); these sensors are sampled once every six 
seconds by C&DH. Ground-based processing is per-
formed using a Multiplicative Extended Kalman Filter 
(MEKF) specially developed for CSSWE. The CSSWE 
MEKF uses a spacecraft torque model  to predict  the 
angular  velocity of the spacecraft, instead of a rate gyro 
(more commonly  used by an MEKF). The magnetom-
eter was calibrated both on the ground preflight (Fos-
ter and Elkaim, 2008) and using an on-orbit calibra-
tion (Springmann and Cutler, 2012), which removes 
the effects of scale/offset error, non-orthogonality er-
rors, magnetometer temperature and battery charge/
discharge currents.  The daily maximum output of the 
photodiodes is shown in Figure 13 below. As shown, 
the maximum photodiode output degrades significant-
ly over the lifetime of the mission. This is thought to 
be due to UV-induced darkening of the plastic cover-

ing on each photodiode.  Quantization of the photodi-
ode output is also visible after mid-October, when an 
anomaly affected 3 of the 4 photodiode ADC outputs. 
A future publication will describe the simulation and 
performance of the PMAC system in more detail.

4.  Anomalies And Response

CSSWE experienced four anomalies during the 
first nine months on orbit; two of these anomalies are 
suspected to be due to the same issue. Figure 14 is help-
ful for this discussion; it shows the daily REPTile duty 
cycle and orbit solar beta angle magnitude over the first 
six months of the mission.  CSSWE was not able to keep 
REPTile powered indefinitely during periods of low so-
lar beta angle magnitude; instead, the instrument was 
duty-cycled, so the spacecraft would remain power 
neutral.  The anomalies and major mission events are 
labeled as in Figures 8 and 11.
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Figure 13: Maximum daily photodiode output and orbit insolation percentage. UTC days with less than 2500 six-second samples downlinked have 
been omitted. The degradation of the photodiode output over time is visible.
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4.1. ADC Latch-up

Beginning at 10/14/2012 23:28:45 UTC (E2), all of 
the devices on the housekeeping I2C line stopped re-
sponding to data requests. CSSWE was on the edge of 
the SAA (just off the coast of Peru) when the anomaly 
began.  The I2C line cutout continued until a C&DH 
reboot occurred two hours later. After this reboot, the 
battery began to recharge from a low value and the 
internal temperatures began to decrease from a high 
value (E2 on Figures 11 and 14). After the event, the 
housekeeping ADC responsible for measuring voltage 
and current telemetry from the REPTile detectors no 
longer responded to queries, though all other devices 
on the same I2C line regained communication.   How-
ever, select outputs of two other ADCs on the same I2C 
line showed significant quantization after the event.  
This quantization (visible for PVX1, PVX2 and PVY1 
in Figure 13) is the result of 1-3 bits of the 8-bit ADC 
no longer functioning.

The CSSWE team resolved that these events were 
consistent with a latch-up of the ADC monitoring 
REP- Tile detector currents and voltages.  The latch-up 
caused one of the I2C lines from the ADC to be held 
high, disrupting all I2C communication on that line. 
The current through the ADC was significant enough 
to drain the battery within two hours, causing a low-
voltage reset which power cycled the ADC chip and 
cleared the latch-up. By that time, the ADC was inop-
erable, and select outputs from two other ADCs had 
been damaged. The CSSWE budget did not allow for 
high-cost, radiation-hardened components which may 
have fared better. Fortunately, CSSWE was designed 
to be robust to battery charge from very low voltage, 
which allowed for successful recovery.

4.2. Battery Drain Anomalies

Beginning at 10/29/2012 17:05:55 UTC (E3), there 
is a gap in the telemetry recorded by CSSWE. CSSWE 
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Figure 14: The duty cycle of the REPTile instrument is overplotted with the CSSWE solar panel incident energy over time. Select mission events are 
labeled consistently with Figures 8 and 11.
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was in the middle of the SAA (SE coast of Brazil) and 
transitioning from high to low solar orbit beta angle 
magnitude when the anomaly began (see Figure 14). 
One hour later, a reboot occurred, restoring telemetry, 
showing high internal temperatures and a low battery 
voltage directly following the reboot. This same behav-
ior occurred again at 01/28/2013 19:26 UTC (E5), al-
though for the second event, the battery reset occurred 
within 51 minutes of the telemetry gap start, and the 
anomaly began when CSSWE was at the edge of the 
SAA (again, just off the coast of Peru). C&DH protects 
the SD card from damage by disabling write capabil-
ity when the battery voltage is <6.25V. This explains 
the gap in recorded telemetry.  However, the cause of 
the battery drain is unknown at this time; all systems 
recovered fully after each event.   It is interesting that 
both anomalies occurred during the transition from 
high to low orbit solar beta angle magnitude, when the 
CubeSat begins to experience lower temperatures again 
due to the increasing eclipse period.

4.3.	 Communications Blackout

The LASP ground station received a CSSWE data 
packet at 03/07/2013 22:35:45 UTC; this was the last 
CSSWE packet received for over three months. Dur-
ing the blackout, the CSSWE team performed a fault 
tree analysis, verified ground station functionality, sent 
a multitude of commands to CSSWE, and held an end-
of-mission review. No communications could be estab-
lished; the team had all but given up on contact with 
CSSWE. Due to minimal resource cost, the ACS was 
used to attempt contact during  every pass over Boul-
der. The ACS captured the first beacon after the black-
out on 06/18/2013 17:24:45 UTC.

The timeline of the blackout can be pieced together 
by reviewing the on-board telemetry, which was re-
corded by C&DH throughout the blackout. The event 
log shows that C&DH attempted a COMM software 
reset approximately eight hours after the last ground 
station contact (C&DH is programmed to attempt a 
software re- set if COMM is unresponsive for five min-
utes). C&DH to COMM communications remained 
non-operational after twelve software reset attempts 
over four days (the event log filled after the fourth day, 

so more resets may have occurred). The first reset at-
tempt marks the beginning of the blackout, as radio 
telemetry  (RSSI and radio temperature) was recorded 
before, but not after, the attempt. Housekeeping data 
from EPS shows that the current draw on the 3.3V 
line (which supplies the digital components aboard 
COMM) increased by 40mA during the blackout.

Two weeks before the blackout ended, a third bat-
tery drain anomaly occurred, causing a C&DH reboot 
and setting all configuration settings to default. The de-
fault battery heater threshold temperatures are higher 
than the normal operation thresholds, and thus cause 
increased heater (and power) use.  The combination 
of higher heater thresholds, an additional 40mA cur-
rent draw from the 3.3V line, and a near-zero orbit so-
lar beta angle (maximum eclipse period) caused a full 
system reset (3.3V and 5V power lines). After this full 
system reset, C&DH was able to resume communica-
tions with COMM. The first beacon was recorded by 
the ACS less than 20 minutes after the full system reset.  
After a ten-day recommissioning period, CSSWE be-
gan science operations once again with no loss of func-
tionality.

The CSSWE team has not been able to replicate the 
blackout using identical ground-based hardware; the 
exact cause is unknown.  However, the telemetry shows 
that the radio was not responding to commands from 
C&DH for a three-month period, until a full system 
reset occurred.  As of this writing, no further commu-
nication blackouts have occurred.  Ultimately, CSSWE 
continues to perform  because of its robust design and 
unique ground station capabilities.

5. Lessons Learned

Since CubeSats were first proposed in 1999, there 
have been several orbital missions and many more de-
sign-only missions, yet teams seldom document their 
lessons learned.  As a student-led mission, over 60 mul-
tidisciplinary graduate and undergraduate students 
have been part of the CSSWE team. These students 
started with an idea and ended by operating a space-
craft they designed, built, and tested using a ground 
station they designed, built, and tested. This section 
aims to collect the lessons learned over the six+ year 
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lifetime of the CSSWE project from development to 
operations and analysis.

5.1. General

Although trite, the following general principles 
guided CSSWE through the design process. First, in 
the face of severe resource constraints, simplicity is the 
cheapest way to minimize mission risk. Complexity al-
ways comes with cost. Design to meet the mission re-
quirements, no more and no less. Second, test early and 
often. Testing is crucial to understanding performance; 
it should begin as soon as hardware and software are 
available.

5.2. Select Commercial Hardware Carefully

Four on-orbit anomalies are discussed above; two 
were likely attributable to particle interactions with 
hardware components.  Radiation-hardened compo-
nents were not available because of monetary con-
straints. Although the CSSWE team did not know until 
after CubeSat delivery, there exist multiple electronic 
component parts lists that collect radiation suscepti-
bility information for commercially-available, non-
hardened components. Using the parts on these pub-
licly-available lists may have avoided some on-orbit 
anomalies. NASA has a variety of open-source radia-
tion test results for various components available on-
line.

5.3. Design with Analysis in Mind

CSSWE was designed from the ground up; this 
sometimes led to a sub-optimal design in terms of 
the end data product. For example, early in the design 
phase, the team decided that the housekeeping would 
be ten-minute minimum, maximum, and average 
values for each telemetry point. In hindsight, instan-
taneous measurements taken every 200 seconds (an 
equivalent data size) is preferable, as it would allow for 
a more rigorous analysis. All other things being equal, 
the better design considers what is best for post-mis-
sion analysis.

5.4. Documentation and Review is Critical

CSSWE was organized as a projects course; individ-
uals would work on the CubeSat (or a different  project) 
for two semesters to fulfill their degree requirements.   
Due to student turnover, high-quality  documentation 
was critical for CSSWE success. Early in the CSSWE 
mission design, a structuring  system was developed to 
ensure each document revision  was peer reviewed be-
fore release into a mission catalog. This system ensured 
that documents were readily available to reference or 
revise  as work progressed.  Design reviews fit nicely 
into the class structure of CSSWE. Held twice per se-
mester, these reviews gleaned critical information from 
attending LASP professionals. Their feedback helped 
avoid common pitfalls and ensure design robustness.

6. Conclusion

CSSWE is an example of a successful 3U CubeSat, 
having met its educational objectives and fully realized 
its science goals. The high quality of CSSWE science 
data complements the NASA Van Allen Probes mis-
sion, proving that a CubeSat can perform serious scien-
tific measurements. To date, CSSWE has far exceeded 
its 90-day design mission lifetime, by providing on-
orbit measurements of energetic particle directional 
differential flux for 426 days, and continues to operate 
well.

The system bus enabled the science mission suc-
cess.  The communication system performed well with 
data collected by a ground station at LASP, as well as 
a worldwide network of amateur radio operators. The 
CSSWE attitude converged to within 15˚ of the local 
magnetic field after seven days in orbit. Interior satel-
lite temperatures stayed within the design limits and 
were well-matched with the thermal model. The sys-
tem design was robust to an electronics latch-up, two 
battery drain anomalies, and a communications black-
out, recovering to nominal science operations after 
each anomaly.  The CSSWE team attributes the mission  
success to a focus on simplicity,  substantial testing, and 
a culture of documentation and review.
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