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(57) ABSTRACT

An advanced electric water heater control system that inter-
faces with a high temperature cut-off thermostat and an upper
regulating thermostat. The system includes a control module
that is electrically connected to the high-temperature cut-off
thermostat and the upper regulating thermostat. The control
module includes a switch to open or close the high-tempera-
ture cut-oft thermostat and the upper regulating thermostat.
The control module further includes circuitry configured to
control said switch in response to a signal selected from the
group of an autonomous signal, a communicated signal, and
combinations thereof.

11 Claims, 3 Drawing Sheets
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1
WATER HEATER CONTROL MODULE

The invention was made with Government support under
Contract DE-AC0676RLO 1830, awarded by the U.S.
Department of Energy. The Government has certain rights in
the invention.

TECHNICAL FIELD

This invention relates to smart grid appliances. More spe-
cifically, the invention relates to an advanced electric water
heater control system that allows a water heater to operate in
a manner that optimizes the consumption of electrical power.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

At least one definition of a “smart grid” describes a “smart
grid” as a method for delivering electricity from suppliers to
consumers using digital technology to control appliances at
consumer’s homes to save energy, reduce cost and increase
reliability and transparency. Such a modernized electricity
network is being promoted by many governments as a way of
addressing energy independence, global warming and emer-
gency resilience issues.

In one configuration, a “smart grid” operates by having
devices that plug into an outlet, and in turn plugging appli-
ances into this device. The device would then communicate
and report to the electric companies at what time the appli-
ance used energy and how much and use that to charge more
for electricity used during peak hours of late afternoon and
early evening. The electric company could offset that increase
in price by giving discounts during the low demand hours
(generally between midnight and 5 am).

One drawback of this approach is the cost of the device.
Another drawback is that many appliances are not readily
connected to such a device. Yet another drawback of this
approach is that it fails to account for considerations other
than the spot price of electricity. Yet another drawback is that
many appliances, such as a hot water heater, operate indepen-
dently using regulators, such as a thermostat. The present
invention overcomes these and other drawbacks.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

The present invention is an advanced electric water heater
control system. The advanced system of the present invention
includes components that are common to existing water
heater thermostats. Thus, the present invention includes a
high temperature cut-oft thermostat and upper regulatory
thermostat. As is typical, the high temperature cut-off ther-
mostat has a first and a second AC power input and a first and
a second AC power output. The upper regulating thermostat
has an AC power input and AC power outputs controlling the
current to at least one resistive element in the electric water
heater.

The present invention further provides a control module.
The control module is electrically connected to the first AC
power output of the high-temperature cut-off thermostat, the
second AC power output of the high temperature cut-off
thermostat, and the AC power input of the upper regulating
thermostat.

The control module includes a switch to open or close the
electrical connection between the first AC power output of the
high-temperature cut-off thermostat and the AC power input
of the upper regulating thermostat. The control module fur-
ther includes circuitry that is configured to control the switch.
The circuitry is configured to open or close the switch in
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2

response to signals that are received by the control module.
These signals may be autonomous signals, communicated
signals, and combinations thereof.

While not meant to be limiting, the advanced electric water
heater controller system of the present invention provides a
particular advantage wherein the control module is a retrofit
component that is connected to the high temperature cut-off
and upper regulating thermostat of the existing thermostat of
an electric water heater. This type of configuration allows an
existing water heater to be retrofitted by adding the control
module, thereby transforming the existing water heater ther-
mostat into an advanced system.

While not meant to be limiting, this configuration is easily
accomplished by positioning the corresponding three con-
nections of the control module to align with corresponding
connections of the high temperature cut-off and upper regu-
lating thermostats and completing the electrical connections
to each using the existing screw terminals of the thermostat
connections. In this manner, connections are formed between
the control module and the first AC power output of the
high-temperature cut-off thermostat, the control module and
the second AC power output of the high temperature cut-off
thermostat, and the control module and the AC power input of
the upper regulating thermostat of the existing thermostat.

While the present invention includes retrofitted configura-
tions as just described, the present invention also includes
non-retrofitted configurations wherein the control module is
integrated with the high temperature cut-off and upper regu-
lating thermostat as a unified component. While not meant to
be limiting, these integrated configurations typically would
be supplied in new water heaters.

The advanced electric water heater controller system of the
present invention may further provide the switch as a hybrid
relay. Preferably, but not meant to be limiting, the hybrid relay
has an electromechanical relay and a semiconductor switch
that are electrically in parallel. In such a configuration, the
semiconductor switch may be configured to close the connec-
tion prior to the electromechanical relay, and the electrome-
chanical relay may be configured to open the connection prior
to the semiconductor switch. In this manner, the advanced
electric water heater controller system of the present inven-
tion allows for rapid, frequent, and energy efficient switching
to maximize the advantages of the advanced controller sys-
tem while preserving the longevity of the electrical compo-
nents, such as the electromechanical relay.

The circuitry of the advanced electric water heater control-
ler system of the present invention is preferably configured to
allow the communicated signal to override the current status
of'the switch. Thus, for example and not meant to be limiting,
when the switch is positioned such that the resistive heating
elements are actively consuming electrical power, a commu-
nicated signal indicating that the electrical grid would benefit
from a reduction in the consumption of power could cause the
switch to change, thus turning the consumption of power off.

The control module of the advanced electric water heater
controller system of the present invention preferably includes
circuitry that electrically isolates the communicated signal
from the first and second AC power inputs. The circuitry that
controls the communications functions of the control module
are operated at relatively low voltages. By electrically isolat-
ing these circuits from the first and second AC power inputs,
these circuits are protected from exposure to, and potential
damage by, the relatively high voltages of the first and second
AC power inputs.

The advanced electric water heater controller system of the
present invention preferably includes at least one additional
electronic thermostat that measures the temperature of water
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in at least one location in the electric water heater. In this
manner, the temperature of the water is an input that the
control module can take into consideration. The circuitry of
the control module is thus configured to control the switch in
response to an autonomous signal, communicated signal, or a
combination thereof, and may further be configured to be
modified by the actual water temperature as measured by the
electric thermostat.

Preferably, the control module of the present invention
contains circuitry that is configured to control the switch
using predetermined protocols. These predetermined proto-
cols are further configured to respond to communicated sig-
nals and the autonomous signals received by the control mod-
ule. In this manner, the control module allows the optimum
operation of the water heater in response to a wide variety of
potential considerations. For example, and not meant to be
limiting, potential considerations that could govern the opera-
tion of the water heater include the temperature of the water,
the time of day, the electrical demand in the building where
the water heater is located, the demands that are placed on the
electrical power grid external to the building where the water
heater is located, the price of electricity at a given moment in
time, building occupancy, or renewable resource availability.

To take advantage of all of these possible considerations,
the circuitry of the control module of the present invention is
configured to respond to communicated and autonomous sig-
nals that include, but are not limited to, sensing the electrical
power grid voltage, sensing the electrical power grid fre-
quency, and combinations thereof. The circuitry of the control
module is thus able to optimize the operation of the water
heater to accommodate a wide variety of considerations,
including but not limited to the needs of the people who are
using the hot water from the hot water heater, the electrical
utilities that are supplying power on the grid connected to the
hot water heater, the engineers who are responsible for pro-
viding power distribution through the grid, and other users
who are also consuming power from the grid.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

The following detailed description of the embodiments of
the invention will be more readily understood when taken in
conjunction with the following drawings, wherein:

FIG. 1 is a schematic illustration of a typical water heater
thermostat unit.

FIG. 2 is a schematic illustration that shows the retrofit
embodiment of the present invention where the control mod-
ule of the present invention is attached to a typical water
heater thermostat unit.

FIG. 3 is a schematic illustration that shows the compo-
nents of the circuitry that may be used in one embodiment of
the control module of the present invention.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE PREFERRED
EMBODIMENTS

For the purposes of promoting an understanding of the
principles of the invention, reference will now be made to the
embodiments illustrated in the drawings and specific lan-
guage will be used to describe the same. It will nevertheless
be understood that no limitations of the inventive scope is
thereby intended, as the scope of this invention should be
evaluated with reference to the claims appended hereto. Alter-
ations and further modifications in the illustrated devices, and
such further applications of the principles of the invention as
illustrated herein are contemplated as would normally occur
to one skilled in the art to which the invention relates.
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One embodiment of the present invention is a device that is
easily attached to a standard water heater thermostat unit,
thereby allowing the standard water heater thermostat to be
upgraded and transformed into a device that is responsive to
communicated and autonomous signals. One of the main
advantages of this embodiment of the present invention is that
this upgrade and transformation can be done at minimal cost,
and only requires minimal technical skill. This embodiment
consists of circuitry that can be easily attached to a typical
water heater thermostat using only a screwdriver. This
embodiment of the present invention facilitates additional
controllability while maintaining the protections provided by
the existing water heater thermostats.

As shown in the schematic illustration of FIG. 1, a typical
upper water heater thermostat unit 10 has seven electrical
terminals that are readily exposed. The upper four terminals,
shown in FIG. 1 as terminals 1, 2, 3, and 4, form the high
temperature cutoff thermostat 11. The lower three terminals,
shown in FIG. 1 as terminals 5, 6, and 7, form the upper
regulatory thermostat 12. Terminals 1 and 2 are the AC power
inputs for the upper regulatory thermostat 11. Terminals 3 and
4 are the AC power outputs for the upper regulatory thermo-
stat 11. Terminal 5 is the AC power input for the upper
regulatory thermostat 12. Terminals 6 and 7 are AC power
outputs to the resistive elements that heat the water in the
water heater. A typical upper water heater thermostat unit 10
also has a shunt, 8, that forms a connection between terminal
3 and terminal 5.

The connection between the control module in the retrofit
embodiment of the present invention and the terminals of a
typical upper water heater thermostat unit 10 is shown in F1G.
2. Asillustrated in FIG. 2, the control module 9 includes three
electrical connections that line up with terminals 3,4, and 5 of
atypical upper water heater thermostat unit 10 shown in FIG.
1. To install the control module 9, all that is required is that the
shunt 8 is removed, and the screws in terminals 3, 4, and 5 are
removed, the control module 9 is positioned over the termi-
nals, and then the screws are replaced so that the electrical
connections of the control module 9 are now connected to
terminals 3, 4, and 5.

The control module 9 further includes the circuitry as
shown in FIG. 3. Combined with the electrical connections
between the control module 9 and terminals 3, 4, and 5 as
shown in FIG. 2, the control module 9 thus forms a switch
between terminal 3 and terminal 5. This connection allows the
control module 9 to control the output to both the resistive
elements through terminals 6 and 7. The circuitry shown in
FIG. 3 allows the control module 9 to optimize the operation
of the water heater to accommodate a wide variety of consid-
erations.

Preferably, this circuitry includes a switch 15. In the retrofit
embodiment shown in FIG. 2, the switch 15 of control module
9 is a hybrid relay. As previously described, the hybrid relay
has an electromechanical relay and a semiconductor switch
that are electrically in parallel. In this configuration, the semi-
conductor switch may be configured to close the connection
prior to the electromechanical relay, and the electromechani-
cal relay may be configured to open the connection prior to
the semiconductor switch. In this manner, control module 9
allows for rapid and frequent switching to maximize the
advantages of the advanced controller system while preserv-
ing the longevity of the electrical components, such as the
electromechanical relay.

As shown in FIG. 3, control module 9 also includes cir-
cuitry to control the hot water heater. In the embodiment
shown in FIG. 3, the switch 15 of control module 9 is con-
nected to the high temperature cutoff thermostat 11 and the
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upper regulatory thermostat 12 of the water heater. These
connections are made to terminals 3, 4, and 5 as previously
described and shown in FIG. 2. Thus, as shown in FIG. 3, the
switch 15 of control module 9 is electrically in series with
both the high temperature cutoff thermostat 11 and the upper
regulatory thermostat 12 of the water heater.

As shown in FIG. 3, the high temperature cutoft thermostat
11 and the upper regulatory thermostat 12 of the water heater
are powered by the AC power supply 14. While not meant to
be limiting, typically the AC power supply 14 will consist of
a hardwired connection in a residential or commercial build-
ing.

Control module 9 includes a low voltage power supply 16
that receives AC power from terminals 3 and 4 of the high
temperature cutoff thermostat 11 and provides voltage suit-
able for digital signal processing to microprocessor 17,
switch 15 and other digital components of control module 9.
As will be recognized by those having ordinary skill in the art
of the design of digital circuitry, this is merely one possible
configuration. The low voltage power supply 16 could be
connected to the digital components of control module 9in a
variety of different configurations, which all would provide
the same end result; the provision of low voltage power to the
digital components of control module 9. Accordingly, the
particular arrangement of the low voltage power supply and
other digital components of control module 9 set forth in FIG.
3 is merely intended to illustrate one possible arrangement of
these components, and the present invention should in no way
be limited to the specific arrangement of the digital compo-
nents shown in this example.

Control module 9 includes a microprocessor 17 that con-
trols the operation of switch 15 and interfaces with the other
digital components of control module 9. As shown in FIG. 3,
the microprocessor 17 is in communication with the switch
15 and to the autonomous sensing circuitry 18, the commu-
nicated control circuitry 19, and the autonomous and com-
municated control protocols 20. Additionally, microproces-
sor 17 may receive information from measurement
equipment 23. Examples of measurement equipment 23
include thermostats, thermometers, occupancy sensors, water
flow meters, voltmeters, ammeters, and combinations thereof
that can measure the temperature of the water in the water
heater, the temperature outside, energy consumption patterns,
and the voltage and amperage of power consumed by the
water heater.

The autonomous sensing circuitry 18 is able to sense sig-
nals that include, but are not limited to, sensing the electrical
power grid voltage, sensing the electrical power grid fre-
quency, and combinations thereof. Using that information,
the microprocessor 17 can be configured to turn the water
heater on or off. For example, in a condition where the elec-
trical power grid frequency was below a pre-determined fre-
quency, for example 59.9 Hertz, the autonomous sensing
circuitry 18 could send a signal to the microprocessor 17,
which would then turn the water heater off.

The communicated control circuitry 19, is connected to a
source of communicated signals 22 preferably through elec-
trical isolation circuitry 21. This source of communicated
signals 22 these can be any commonly used protocol for
transmitting signals, including, without limitation, wireless
and wired communications, analogue radio signals, such as
AM and FM radio waves, digital signals, such as wireless
digital television broadcast signals, digital signals, including
those using common communications protocols such as TCP/
P

Regardless of the specific source of communicated signals
22, the communicated control circuitry 19 is designed to
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allow communications from the outside world to impact the
operation of the water heater. Thus, as an illustrative example
and not to be limiting, the communicated control circuitry 19
of'the advanced electric water heater controller system of the
present invention could receive communicated signals 22
from the electrical power company that indicated that excess
electrical power was available as a result of excess wind
energy being generated. The communicated control circuitry
19 could then transfer this information to the microprocessor
17 which would then override the current status of the switch
15 and turn the water heater on to take advantage of the excess
power available on the grid, and to store that energy in the
form of hot water.

Electrical isolation circuitry 21, if used, protects the source
of communicated signals 22, which operates at relatively low
signal voltages, from exposure to, and potential damage by,
the relatively high voltages from the communicated control
circuitry 19.

The microprocessor 17 is also connected to circuitry that
manages the autonomous and communicated control proto-
cols 20. The circuitry that provides the autonomous and com-
municated control protocols 20 is further connected to a
source of communicated signals 22 that provides data to the
water heater. This connection, too, is preferably completed
through electrical isolation circuitry 21.

As will be recognized by those having skill in the art, the
circuitry that provides the autonomous and communicated
control protocols 20 can be configured as a fixed circuit, but is
preferably provided either as software or as programmable
firmware. Accordingly, the circuitry that provides the autono-
mous and communicated control protocols 20 can be altered
to provide an endless variety of protocols for controlling the
hot water heater using the autonomous and communicated
controls. For example, and not meant to be limiting, the
communicated control protocols 20 and processor 17 can
jointly enact different protocols for different times of day, or
different protocols for different communicated or autono-
mous signals, or combinations thereof. Further, these proto-
cols can give primacy to any of the signals (communicated,
autonomous, or otherwise) that are input into the control
module 9 for controlling the water heater, and can include
complex hierarchical decision making algorithms that
account for all the variables that the control module 9 may
encounter, and give primacy to any number of combinations
of'those considerations. Accordingly, the control module 9 of
the present invention is able to optimize the operation of the
water heater to accommodate a wide variety of consider-
ations, as previously described.

While the invention has been illustrated and described in
detail in the drawings and foregoing description, the same is
to be considered as illustrative and not restrictive in character.
Only certain embodiments have been shown and described,
and all changes, equivalents, and modifications that come
within the spirit of the invention described herein are desired
to be protected. Any experiments, experimental examples, or
experimental results provided herein are intended to be illus-
trative of the present invention and should not be considered
limiting or restrictive with regard to the invention scope.
Further, any theory, mechanism of operation, proof, or find-
ing stated herein is meant to further enhance understanding of
the present invention and is not intended to limit the present
invention in any way to such theory, mechanism of operation,
proof, or finding.

Thus, the specifics of this description and the attached
drawings should not be interpreted to limit the scope of this
invention to the specifics thereof. Rather, the scope of this
invention should be evaluated with reference to the claims
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appended hereto. In reading the claims it is intended that
when words such as an”, “at least one”, and “at least a
portion” are used there is no intention to limit the claims to
only one item unless specifically stated to the contrary in the
claims. Finally, all publications, patents, and patent applica-
tions cited in this specification are herein incorporated by
reference to the extent not inconsistent with the present dis-
closure as if each were specifically and individually indicated
to be incorporated by reference and set forth in its entirety
herein.

€
a,

The invention claimed is:

1. An advanced electric water heater control system com-
prising:

a. a high temperature cut-off thermostat having a first and

a second AC power input and a first and a second AC
power output and an upper regulating thermostat having
an AC power output controlling the current to at least one
resistive element in an electric water heater,

b. a control module electrically connected to the first AC
power output of said high-temperature cut-off thermo-
stat, the second AC power output of said high tempera-
ture cut-off thermostat, and the AC power input of the
upper regulating thermostat,

c. said control module including a switch to open or close
the electrical connection between the first AC power
output of said high-temperature cut-off thermostat and
the AC power input of the upper regulating thermostat,

d. circuitry configured to control said switch in response to
a signal selected from the group of an autonomous sig-
nal, a communicated signal, and combinations thereof.

2. The advanced electric water heater control system of
claim 1 wherein the control module is a retrofit component
that is connected to the high temperature cut-off and upper
regulating thermostat of an existing thermostat of an electric
water heater.

3. The advanced electric water heater control system of
claim 2 wherein the connection between the control module
and the first AC power output of the high-temperature cut-off
thermostat, the second AC power output of the high tempera-
ture cut-off thermostat, and the AC power input of the upper
regulating thermostat of the existing thermostat of an electric
water heater is made by positioning the corresponding three
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connections of the control module to align with correspond-
ing connections of the high temperature cut-off and upper
regulating thermostats and completing the electrical connec-
tion using the existing screw terminals of the thermostat con-
nections.

4. The advanced electric water heater control system of
claim 1 wherein the control module has been integrated with
the high temperature cut-off and upper regulating thermostat
as a unified component.

5. The advanced electric water heater control system of
claim 1 wherein said switch is a hybrid relay, having an
electromechanical relay and a semiconductor switch electri-
cally in parallel, wherein the semiconductor switch is config-
ured to close the connection prior to the electromechanical
relay, and the electromechanical relay is configured to open
the connection prior to the semiconductor switch.

6. The advanced electric water heater control system of
claim 1 wherein the circuitry is configured to allow the com-
municated signal to override the current status of the switch.

7. The advanced electric water heater control system of
claim 1 wherein the control module contains circuitry that
electrically isolates the communicated signal from the first
and second AC power inputs.

8. The advanced electric water heater control system of
claim 1 further comprising at least one additional electronic
thermostats that measure the temperature of water in at least
one location in the electric water heater.

9. The advanced electric water heater control system of
claim 8 wherein the circuitry configured to control the switch
in response to an autonomous signal, communicated signal,
or combination thereof, is configured to be modified by the
measured water temperature.

10. The advanced electric water heater control system of
claim 1 wherein the circuitry configured to control the switch
has predetermined protocols and the protocols are further
configured to respond to the communicated signal and the
autonomous signal.

11. The advanced electric water heater control system of
claim 1 wherein the autonomous signal is selected from the
group of sensing the electrical power grid voltage, sensing the
electrical power grid frequency, and combinations thereof.
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