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Introduction to the Program Counter and Addressing in
Microcontrollers

The Program Counter (PC) is a fundamental register in a microcontroller or CPU that keeps track of the
address of the next instruction to be executed. Its value determines the current execution point within the
memory map of the system. When the PC is set to a specific address, it influences which memory locations can be
accessed or executed next, directly affecting program flow and data access.

In embedded systems and microcontroller architectures like ARM Cortex-M, AVR, or PIC, understanding the
range of reachable addresses from a given PC value is essential for tasks such as debugging, memory mapping,
and firmware development. The starting address of 0x20000000.a (which appears to be a hexadecimal value
with an unconventional fractional component, but for the purpose of this analysis, we interpret it as a
hexadecimal address, possibly with a typo or formatting issue) indicates a specific location in memory,
typically within the SRAM or data memory region.

This article explores the implications of setting the PC to such an address and examines the potential range of
memory addresses that can be reached from that point, considering various factors such as instruction set
architecture, memory size, addressing modes, and system constraints.

Understanding the Memory Map and Addressing Modes

Memory Map Overview

Microcontrollers organize their memory into distinct regions, each serving different purposes:

Flash Memory: Non-volatile storage for program code. Typically starting at 0x00000000.

SRAM / Data Memory: Volatile memory for runtime data, often starting at addresses like 0x20000000
in ARM Cortex-M architectures.

Peripheral Regions: Memory-mapped registers for peripherals, situated at specific address ranges.

External Memory: Optional external memory interfaces for larger data storage.

Given the address 0x20000000, it is most likely within the SRAM region in ARM Cortex-M microcontrollers,
which typically start at 0x20000000 and extend upwards depending on the device.



Addressing Modes and Instruction Set Constraints

The set of addresses that can be reached from a given PC depends on the instruction set and addressing modes
supported:

PC-Relative Addressing: Branch instructions that specify an offset from the current PC.

Absolute Addressing: Jump or call instructions that specify an explicit memory address.

Indirect Addressing: Using registers or memory pointers to access data or code.

The architecture's instruction set determines how far and in what manner the PC can jump or branch to other
addresses.

Analyzing the Reachable Address Range from 0x20000000.a

Interpreting the Starting Address

The address 0x20000000.a appears to be a hexadecimal value with a fractional component, which is unusual
in memory addressing. Since addresses are integral, we interpret this as 0x20000000 or possibly 0x20000000
with an offset, or perhaps a typo.

Assuming the starting address is 0x20000000, the following considerations apply:

- The initial address is within the SRAM region of the microcontroller.
- The range of addresses reachable depends on the instruction execution flow, branch offsets, and the size of
the program.

Potential Range of Reachable Addresses

The reachable addresses depend on the maximum offset allowed in branch instructions, the size of the program,
and the system's memory map.

Branch and Jump Instruction Limits

In ARM Cortex-M architectures, for example:

- Branch instructions often support signed 12-bit or 24-bit offsets.
- Absolute jumps can specify any address within the addressable range, subject to the architecture's
limitations.

Given a branch with a 12-bit signed offset, the maximum forward or backward jump is approximately ±4KB
(4096 bytes). For larger jumps, indirect or absolute addressing modes are used.

Memory Range Based on Instruction Constraints

Assuming the program is executing from 0x20000000 and using branch instructions with ±4KB:



Minimum reachable address: 0x20000000 - 0x1000 = 0x1FFFF000 (if backward branch is permitted).

Maximum reachable address: 0x20000000 + 0x1000 = 0x20001000 (if forward branch is used).

However, if absolute jumps or function calls are used, then the program can potentially reach any address
within the SRAM or code region, limited by the total size of available memory.

Memory Region Constraints

- SRAM Size: Common microcontrollers may have SRAM regions starting at 0x20000000 with sizes ranging
from a few kilobytes to several megabytes.
- Program Size: The size of the firmware determines how much memory is occupied and what addresses are
accessible.
- Peripheral and External Memory Boundaries: These are typically outside the SRAM region and require specific
instructions or hardware support to access.

Practical Implications and Examples

Example 1: ARM Cortex-M Microcontroller

Suppose the microcontroller has:

- SRAM starting at 0x20000000
- SRAM size: 128 KB (0x20000 bytes)
- The program is executing at 0x20000000

From this setup:

- The address range of SRAM is 0x20000000 to 0x20020000
- The program can, with the right instructions, reach any address within this range

Branch instructions with limited offset support restrict how far the program can jump directly. For larger
jumps, indirect addressing or function calls are used.

Example 2: Jumping to External Addresses

If the program supports external memory access or has a jump table, it could reach addresses outside the
SRAM, provided the hardware and instruction set support such operations.

Factors Affecting Reachability

Various factors influence which addresses can be reached from a given PC value:

Instruction Set Architecture (ISA): Determines the maximum offset and addressing modes supported.1.



Memory Map and Size: The total size and layout of memory regions define boundaries.2.

Program Size and Structure: The available code and data influence accessible addresses.3.

Compiler and Assembler Constraints: How code is generated impacts jump ranges.4.

Hardware Limitations: External memory interfaces, memory protection units, and other hardware5.
features can restrict or enable access to certain addresses.

Summary and Conclusion

Starting from an address like 0x20000000, the range of addresses that can be reached depends primarily on the
architecture's instruction set, memory map, and program flow control mechanisms. In most embedded systems,
especially ARM Cortex-M microcontrollers, the SRAM region starting at 0x20000000 typically spans a
known size, such as 64 KB, 128 KB, or more.

Branch instructions within the CPU's instruction set support limited offsets, often in the order of a few
kilobytes, which constrains direct jumps. For broader address transitions—such as jumping to code in flash
memory, external memory, or other peripherals—special instructions, indirect addressing, or full absolute jumps
are used.

In conclusion, from a starting PC of 0x20000000, the program can directly reach addresses within the same
memory region, constrained by instruction-specific offsets and the total size of the SRAM. Indirect jumps or
function calls can extend reachability to any address within the accessible memory map, allowing flexible
program flow. Understanding these limitations and capabilities is crucial for embedded system design, debugging,
and firmware development.

---

Note: To precisely determine the reachable address range in a specific system, consult the device's datasheet,
reference manual, and the compiler's architecture-specific documentation, as these provide exact details on
addressing modes, memory sizes, and instruction set limitations.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the significance of setting the Program Counter (PC) to
0x20000000 in a system?

Setting the PC to 0x20000000 initializes the processor to start executing instructions from that specific
memory address, which is typically within a certain memory region like RAM or a specific memory map in embedded
systems.

How do you determine the range of addresses reachable from the PC set to
0x20000000?

The reachable address range depends on the instruction set architecture, memory size, and any addressing modes
or limitations. Usually, it includes addresses within the bounds of the memory mapped to the program's
execution area.



If the program uses 32-bit addressing, what is the maximum address range
accessible from 0x20000000?

With 32-bit addressing, the maximum address space is from 0x00000000 to 0xFFFFFFFF. The reachable range
from 0x20000000 depends on the program's code and data size, but theoretically spans from 0x20000000 up
to the maximum address, subject to memory capacity.

What factors limit the range of addresses accessible from a specific PC
value like 0x20000000?

Factors include the size of available memory, the processor's addressing capabilities, memory mapping, and any
hardware or software restrictions such as memory protection or segmentation.

In embedded systems, what is typically the address range starting at
0x20000000?

In many embedded systems, addresses starting at 0x20000000 often correspond to SRAM or RAM regions,
meaning the program can access addresses within this range for data storage and execution, limited by the size
of the RAM chip.

How does the instruction set architecture influence the reachable address
range from a given PC value?

The ISA determines how instructions are formatted, including their addressing modes, which in turn defines how
far and in what ways the program can access memory addresses relative to the PC. Some architectures support
only relative addressing, limiting reach, while others support absolute addressing across the entire address
space.

Can the range of addresses reachable from 0x20000000 be extended, and if
so, how?

Yes, the reachable address range can be extended by increasing the available memory, changing memory mapping
configurations, or modifying the program to utilize different addressing modes or memory segments supported by
the hardware and architecture.

Additional Resources
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Introduction

In the realm of computer architecture and embedded systems, understanding how the Program Counter (PC)
influences the address space accessible by a processor is fundamental. The PC, often referred to as the
instruction pointer, determines the next instruction to execute by holding a memory address. When the PC is
initialized or set to a specific value, such as 0x20000000, the immediate question arises: What range of
addresses can the processor reach from this starting point?

This inquiry is not merely academic; it forms the backbone of system design, memory management, and security
analysis in embedded devices, microcontrollers, and more complex computing systems. This article delves into
the mechanics of address calculation based on the PC's position, considering system architecture, memory
mapping, and constraints imposed by hardware and software.



---

Understanding Addressing and the Program Counter

Before exploring specific address ranges, it is essential to understand the fundamental role of the PC within a
computing system.

The Role of the Program Counter

- Definition: The Program Counter (PC) is a register within a CPU that holds the memory address of the next
instruction to execute.
- Functionality: During instruction fetch cycles, the CPU reads the instruction from the address in the PC.
Post-fetch, it updates the PC based on control flow, such as incrementing sequentially or jumping to a
different address, depending on the instruction.

Architecture Types and Address Bus Width

- Address Bus Width: The size of the address bus determines the maximum addressable memory space.
- For example, a 32-bit address bus can address up to 2^32 bytes (4 GB).
- A 24-bit address bus can address up to 2^24 bytes (16 MB).

- Impact on Reachability: The range of addresses reachable from a given PC value depends heavily on the
architecture's address bus width and the addressing mode.

---

The Significance of the Starting Address: 0x20000000

The specific value 0x20000000 is a hexadecimal notation representing a particular memory address. Its
significance can vary based on architecture, but in many embedded systems, especially those involving ARM
Cortex-M microcontrollers, addresses starting with 0x2000.... are typically mapped to SRAM or internal
RAM regions.

Contextual Examples of 0x20000000

- ARM Cortex-M Microcontrollers: The 0x20000000 base address often signifies the beginning of SRAM.
- Memory Map Variability: Different microcontrollers and processors have unique memory maps, but the
starting address usually indicates a specific memory region.

---

Address Range Determination: Factors and Constraints

To understand what addresses can be reached from 0x20000000, several factors must be considered:

1. Address Bus Width and Memory Map

- The maximum addressable memory depends on the architecture's address bus.
- For example:
- 32-bit architecture: Can theoretically access addresses from 0x00000000 up to 0xFFFFFFFF (4 GB).
- 16-bit architecture: Limits addresses from 0x0000 to 0xFFFF (64 KB).

Implication: If the architecture supports 32-bit addresses, starting from 0x20000000, the processor can
theoretically reach any address within 0x20000000 to 0xFFFFFFFF, unless restricted by hardware or
software.

2. Memory Map and Hardware Limitations

- Physical Memory: Not all address space is necessarily mapped to physical memory; some regions are reserved



for peripherals or are unmapped.
- Memory Protection: Certain addresses may be protected or inaccessible depending on privilege levels or
security features.

3. Addressing Modes and Instruction Set

- Relative Addressing: Many instructions use relative offsets, meaning the reachable address range depends on
the size of the offset field.
- Absolute Addressing: Allows jumping or accessing any address within the address bus width.

---

Practical Reachable Address Range: A Deep Dive

Given the starting point of 0x20000000, what is the theoretical and practical range of addresses
accessible?

Theoretical Range

- Maximum addressability: In a 32-bit architecture, addresses range from 0x00000000 to 0xFFFFFFFF.
- From 0x20000000: The processor can reach any address within this range, subject to hardware constraints.

Calculations:

- Total address space: 4,294,967,296 bytes (4 GB).
- Starting point: 0x20000000 (which is 536,870,912 in decimal).

Potential reach:

- Up to 0xFFFFFFFF (4,294,967,295):
- Address range: 0x20000000 to 0xFFFFFFFF.

- The size of this range:

```
0xFFFFFFFF - 0x20000000 + 1 = (4294967295 - 536870912 + 1) = 3758096384 bytes (~3.5 GB)
```

Summary:
From 0x20000000, the processor can potentially reach addresses up to 0xFFFFFFFF, covering approximately
3.5 GB of address space.

---

Practical Limitations and Considerations

While the theoretical maximum is extensive, practical limitations often reduce the reachable address range:

1. Memory Map Restrictions

- Many embedded systems have dedicated regions for RAM, flash, peripherals, and other devices.
- For example, in ARM Cortex-M microcontrollers, the 0x20000000 region typically maps to SRAM, with the
size specified in datasheets (e.g., 64 KB, 128 KB).

Example:
If the SRAM is 128 KB starting at 0x20000000, then:

- Address range: 0x20000000 to 0x2001FFFF.



2. Memory Protection Units (MPUs)

- Enforced by hardware, MPUs can restrict access to certain regions.
- Even if the architecture allows reaching high addresses, access may be blocked.

3. Software Constraints

- The operating system or firmware may limit accessible regions to prevent corruption or unauthorized access.
- Jump instructions or pointer arithmetic are often constrained by instruction length and mode.

---

Address Reachability in Different Architectures

It’s crucial to recognize that the implications of setting the PC to 0x20000000 vary across architectures.

ARM Cortex-M Microcontrollers

- Memory Map:
- 0x20000000 to 0x2003FFFF: SRAM (up to 256 KB)
- 0x08000000 to 0x087FFFFF: Flash memory
- 0x40000000 and above: Peripherals

- Reachability:
- Limited to mapped regions; the PC can only reach addresses mapped to executable memory.

16-bit Microcontrollers (e.g., PIC, 8051)

- Address Space:
- Limited to 16-bit addresses (0x0000 to 0xFFFF).
- Implication:
- Starting at 0x20000000 is not applicable; addresses wrap around or are constrained.

32-bit Systems (e.g., x86, ARM Cortex-A)

- Addressing:
- Can reach the entire 4 GB address space, subject to hardware and OS restrictions.

---

Jumping and Branching Capabilities from 0x20000000

Understanding reachability also involves examining instruction capabilities:

- Branch instructions: Often limited to a certain offset range (e.g., ±2 KB, ±4 MB) depending on instruction
encoding.
- Absolute jumps: Can target any address within the address bus width.

Example:
In ARM Thumb mode, relative branch offsets are limited, but absolute jumps via branch and link instructions can
target any address in the mapped executable regions.

---

Security and Safety Implications

Knowing the address range accessible from a particular PC value is critical for:

- Security: Preventing unauthorized code execution outside permitted regions.



- System Stability: Avoiding jumps into unmapped or reserved memory, which can cause faults.
- Debugging: Tracing address reachability to diagnose faults or bugs.

---

Summary and Conclusions

Suppose The Program Counter (PC) Is Set To 0x20000000. What Range Of Addresses Can Be Reached Using?

- Theoretically, in a 32-bit architecture with full address bus support, the PC can reach from 0x20000000
up to 0xFFFFFFFF, covering roughly 3.5 GB of address space.
- Practically, the reachable addresses are limited by:
- The system’s memory map (e.g., SRAM, flash, peripheral regions).
- Hardware constraints such as address decoding and memory protection units.
- Software restrictions imposed by the operating system or firmware.
- Instruction set limitations on relative and absolute addressing modes.

- In specific systems like ARM Cortex-M microcontrollers, starting at 0x20000000 often indicates SRAM,
which may be limited in size (e.g., 64 KB or 128 KB), thus restricting the reachable addresses to that region.

- In more general terms, the starting address provides a baseline, but the effective range depends on the
architecture, memory map, and operational context.

Understanding these nuances is vital for system designers, embedded developers, and security professionals
aiming to optimize, secure, and troubleshoot
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