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UNIVERSITY OF SOUTHAMPTON

ABSTRACT

FACULTY OF PHYSICAL AND APPLIED SCIENCES

DEPARTMENT OF ELECTRONICS AND COMPUTER SCIENCE

Doctor of Philosophy

Suspended Gate Silicon Nanodot Memory

by Mario Alberto Garćıa Ramı́rez

The non-volatile memory market has been driven by Flash memory since its invention

more than three decades ago. Today, this non-volatile memory is used in a wide variety of

devices and systems from pen drives, mp3 players to cars, planes and satellites. However,

the conventional floating gate memory technology in use for flash memory is facing a

serious scalability issue, the tunnel oxide thickness cannot be reduced to less than 7

nm as pointed out in the latest international technology roadmap for semiconductors

(ITRS2010) [1].

The limit imposed on the tunnel oxide layer reduces the programming and erasing times,

the scalability and endurance among other parameters. To overcome those inherent

issues, this research is focused on the co-integration of nano-electromechanical systems

(NEMS) with metal-oxide-semiconductor (MOS) technology in order to generate a new

non-volatile and high speed memory. The memory device that we are proposing is a

high-speed non-volatile memory structure called the Suspended Gate Silicon Nanodot

Memory (SGSNM) cell. This non-volatile memory device features a MOSFET as a

readout element, a silicon nanodot (SiNDs) monolayer as the floating gate and a movable

suspended control gate isolated from the floating gate by an oxide layer and by an air-gap.

The fundamental component in this novel device is the introduction of a doubly-clamped

beam as a movable control gate, in which through this element, the programming and

erasing operations take place. To understand the behaviour of the doubly-clamped beam

structure, it is analysed by using analytical models such as the doubly-plate capacitor

model and also by using two- and three-dimensional (2D and 3D) finite element method

(FEM) analysis.
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The programming and erasing operations within the SGSNM occur when the suspended

control gate is in contact with the tunnel oxide layer. This is the point at which the

quantum-mechanical tunnelling mechanism (Fowler-Nordheim) takes place. Through

this mechanism, the electrons are allowed to tunnel from the suspended control gate

into the memory node and vice versa as a function of the applied voltage (bias). The

tunnelling process is numerically analysed by implementing the Tsu-Esaki equation and

the transfer matrix method within a homemade program which calculates the current

density as a function of the tunnel oxide material and thickness.

Both the suspended control gate and tunnelling process are implemented as analog

behavioural models within the SGSNM cell that is simulated by using a commercial

circuit simulator. From a transient analysis of the suspended control gate, it was found

that the suspended control gate takes 0.8 nsec in pull-in on the tunnel oxide layer for

a 1 µm-long doubly-clamped structure. In contrast, the time that the memory node

takes in charge and discharge is 1.7 nsec. Hence, the programming and erasing times

are a combination between the mechanical pull-in and the charging time, which is 2.5

nsec due the fact that to both operations are symmetrical. Moreover, the suspended

control gate was successfully fabricated and suspended. This process was performed

by depositing a thin layer of aluminium (500 nm) over the sacrificial layer (poly-Si) by

using an e-beam evaporator, which was patterned with doubly-clamped beam features

through the photolithographic process. By using a combination of wet and dry etching

processes, the aluminium and the sacrificial layer were successfully removed without

affecting the substrate (Si-based) or the suspended control gate beam. In addition,

Capacitance - Voltage measurements were performed on a set of doubly-clamped beams

from which the pull-in effect was successfully obtained. Finally, the footprints for the

memory device fabrication process were developed and sketched within the document

as well as the design of three photomasks.
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Chapter 1

Memories Background

1.1 Introduction

Electronic devices have had a major impact on almost every aspect of human life since

they were first invented a few decades ago. Nowadays, global position systems (GPS),

digital cameras, computers, MP3 players, portable video games or the capability to make

transatlantic video calls are widespread and commonly used by most people. Invariably

all sorts of apparatuses need to store different kind of information from documents,

images or music to whole internet. There are three ways to store large amounts of in-

formation: magnetic, optical or in semiconductor devices [4]. Regardless of the storage

capabilities of optical and the magnetic devices, the semiconductor based memories are

more suitable for implementation in a wide variety of devices due to its characteris-

tics such as low power consumption, low cost and reliability. Semiconductor memories

are suitable for numerous devices such as watches, pen drives, mobile phones to quite

complex systems such as satellites or planes. This is the main reason why the memory

market has grown exponentially in the last decades and it is this that has driven my

research. The aim of this research is to design, analyse and fabricate a new non-volatile

and high speed memory as a promising candidate for the non-volatile RAM device. The

memory device that we are proposing is the Suspended Gate Silicon Nanodot Mem-

ory (SGSNM) which co-integrates nano-electromechanical systems (NEMS) with MOS

technology. The proposed structure features a MOSFET as readout element, silicon

nanodots (SiNDs) as floating gate (FG) and a movable suspended gate (SG) which is

isolated from the FG by an air gap and by a thin oxide layer. The advantages that the

SGSNM has to offer over the other non-volatile memories include high programming

and erasing speed operations, endurance, low power consumption, low size and virtually

a negligible leakage current from the floating gate towards the readout element due to a

thick oxide layer and to the suspended control gate because the thin tunnel oxide layer

and air-gap. A serious non-volatility is expected due to the presence of the air gap except

for programming and erasing operations. In order to achieve the goals above described a

1



2 Chapter 1 Memories Background

review of non-volatile memories as well as the programming and erasing operations are

provided in Chapter 1. The new non-volatile high speed memory structure is introduced

in Chapter 2. The electro-mechanical behaviour of the suspended control gate is mod-

elled and analysed numerically in Chapter 3. Tunnelling process is analysed in Chapter

4. The implementation as behavioural models of the above analyses, within a SGSNM

circuital simulation, are described in Chapter 5. The fabrication process of the sus-

pended control gate, the capacitance - voltage characterisation and the footprints of the

entire fabrication of the SGSNM cell are discussed in Chapter 6. Finally, in Chapter 7

the summary and future work of the SGSNM are presented. In order to complement the

understanding of the internal processes, two appendices are attached to the document.

1.2 Semiconductor memory devices

Semiconductor memories are divided into two main groups: volatiles and non-volatiles.

Volatile memory devices require, by definition, to be always connected to an energy

source in order to keep the information (data) stored. Otherwise, the information stored

will be lost when the device is unplugged from the energy supply. Most random access

memories (RAM) are ranged within these kinds of devices. There are several types of

RAM devices such as dynamic RAM (DRAM), static RAM (SRAM), fast page mode

RAM (FPRAM), synchronous dynamic RAM (SDRAM), double-data rate RAM (DDR

RAM), video RAM (VRAM) and CMOS RAM, among others [4, 5, 6]. Each one of

these memories has its particular application, e.g. DDR RAM is widely used within

the PC and lap-top market. This memory is a variation of the SDRAM which uses the

internal clock (rising and falling edges) to send twice the amount of data by using the

same amount of time rather than the rising edge as for SDRAM memory. In contrast,

read only memories (ROM) or non-volatile memories have the capacity to maintain the

information stored all the time even when the power supply has been disconnected or

switched off. This kind of memory devices are encompassed within the following groups:

• Mask ROM

• Programmable ROM (PROM)

• Erasable/programmable ROM (EPROM)

• Electric erase/programmable ROM (EEPROM or E2PROM)

• Flash memory

Within this group of non-volatile memories, there are those that can be reprogrammed

and erased. These devices are electrically programmed such as EPROM and erased by

using UV light. There are also those that can be programmed and erased electrically
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such as E2PROM and flash memory [7, 8, 9]. Within those non-volatile memory devices,

EPROM takes longer to be erased in the order of minutes (24 minutes) and special

hardware is required [10]. In contrast, for the E2PROM device, the erasing process is

relatively faster than that of its predecessor. This process takes as long as ≈ 10 msec

to erase and program a single byte. However, both operations are performed per single

byte blocks and the erasing time is long [4, 10]. Despite the fact that it uses a similar

programming and erasing process to E2PROM, flash memory is rather faster in both

programming and erasing operations. This is why both EPROM and E2PROM are

considered the ancestors of flash memory [11]. In this Chapter an introduction to non-

volatile semiconductor flash memory is presented that includes the programming and

erasing operations and the tunnelling mechanism such as Fowler-Nordheim and Channel

Hot Electron. Finally, an overview of non-volatile memory devices is presented.

1.2.1 Flash Memory

Flash memory has been playing a key role in the semiconductor industry and in our

daily lives since its invention three decades ago [12]. Nowadays, it is quite common to

see this kind of non-volatile semiconductor memory co-integrated with a wider range

of devices and apparatuses. Flash memory features a stacked MOSFET as the readout

element, a floating gate layer isolated from the substrate by a thermally grown oxide

layer and buried within an inter-poly-Si dielectric which isolates the floating gate from

the control gate. A schematic diagram of non-volatile memory structure is depicted in

Fig. 1.1.

Figure 1.1: Schematic diagram of the flash memory structure

Flash memory operations are controlled via the applied voltage on the control gate

electrode, substrate (back-contact) and by activating (bias) the readout element [11, 13].
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To program the memory device, a positively biased voltage is applied on the control

gate electrode, the back contact is grounded and the MOSFET is biased. Once the

channel is created, the electrons are injected through the tunnel oxide layer into the

floating gate due to the channel hot electron (CHE) tunnelling mechanism [14]. The

memory node remains negatively charged (programmed) until the electrons are removed

from the floating gate. To erase the memory device, the control gate electrode and

the back contact are biased. In this process, the tunnelling mechanism is implemented

in a different way for NAND and NOR cells. When the control gate is negatively

biased and the source of the MOSFET is positively biased, the electrons tunnel from

the floating gate into the source through the tunnel oxide layer by using the Fowler-

Nordheim tunnelling process (NOR cell). In contrast, when the back contact is positively

biased and the control gate is grounded, the electrons tunnel from the floating gate into

the substrate through the oxide layer (NAND cell) [14]. The schematic diagrams for the

Fowler-Nordheim and Channel Hot Electron tunnelling mechanisms are depicted in Fig.

1.2.

1.2.2 Channel Hot Electron tunnelling process

The Channel Hot Electron tunnelling process is typically used as the programming

process in NOR-type flash memory [15, 16]. In here, the control gate electrode and the

drain electrode are positively biased whilst both the source and back contact electrodes

are grounded as depicted in Fig. 1.3a. Once the readout element is biased and the

channel is formed, the electrons gain energy under the lateral electric field ( ~Elat). By

increasing ~Elat to more than 100 kV/cm, the electrons are no longer in equilibrium but

heated by the high lateral ~E. By using the extra energy provided by the lateral field,

a small fraction of the electrons defined by Eq. (1.1) can gain energy large enough to

surmount the barrier between the oxide and silicon conduction band edges as depicted

in Fig. 1.2 [11, 15].

P =
1

2

[

1−
√

Φb

Φb +∆Φ

]

=
∆Φ

4Φb

(1.1)

Where P is the probability of an electron possessing energy Φ = Φb +∆Φ to surmount

the barrier, Φb is defined as the Si/SiO2 potential barrier (V) and ∆Φ as the increment.

To overcome the potential barrier, electrons must meet the following conditions to sur-

pass the barrier:

• The kinetic energy of the electrons need to be higher than the potential barrier

• The electrons must be directed towards the barrier
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Figure 1.2: Tunnelling mechanisms used to program the Flash memory structures
(NAND and NOR). a) Channel hot electron process, when the control gate and the
MOSFET are biased (beyond saturation), within the depletion region, the channel is
formed and since the bias on the MOSFET is beyond saturation, it creates a pinch-
off region. This region gives enough lateral energy to the electrons to tunnel into the
floating gate. b) Fowler-Nordheim tunnelling process, in the band diagram (right side)
shows that by applying a large positively biased voltage the energy band diagram of the
tunnel oxide layer bends until a triangular shape is obtained. Once triangular, electrons
are allowed to tunnel through this layer into the floating gate

1.2.3 Fowler-Nordheim tunnelling process

The Fowler-Nordheim tunnelling mechanism allow carriers (electrons) to tunnel through

a barrier in the presence of a high electric field [14, 17, 18]. This mechanism is used

within the programming and erasing operations within the NAND-type flash memory.

In order to program this device, a positively biased voltage is applied on the control gate

electrode. When applied, the energy band diagram of the tunnel oxide layer bends from

a square shape to a triangular one [17, 19]. Once it becomes triangular, the electrons

tunnel through the thinner section and are trapped within the floating gate layer as

depicted in Fig. 1.2b. This tunnelling mechanism presents a number of advantages such

as:

• It does not require a source-to-drain bias, therefore low power consumption and

short channel length are obtained

• The current involved within the process is rather low

Programming and erasing operations of the NOR and NAND-type flash memories and

quantum-mechanical tunnelling processes associated to each type are depicted in Fig.
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1.3.

Figure 1.3: Schematic diagrams of the programming and erasing operations through
both tunnelling mechanisms used in NOR and NAND-type flash memories

The continuous use of flash memory via the programming and erasing operations de-

grades the tunnel oxide layer. This degradation induces the defect creation within the

tunnel oxide layer that generates leakage paths towards the substrate which results in

the reduction of the memory lifetime (Fig. 1.4) [20].

Figure 1.4: Defects generated within the tunnel oxide layer produced by the Fowler-
Nordheim or Channel Hot Electron tunnelling processes



Chapter 1 Memories Background 7

Considering that flash memory is following the scaling-down trend exposed in Moore’s

law, this non-volatile memory is facing a serious integration problem due to scalability

issues mainly because the tunnel oxide layer is reaching the thickness limit described

in the latest International Technology Roadmap for Semiconductors (ITRS2010) [1, 21].

When this limit is reached, several key features of flash memory such as speed, endurance

and lifetime will be severely affected by the degradation of the tunnel oxide layer due to

its inherent operations. There have been several proposals to overcome such drawbacks.

These include the introduction of high-κ materials as the tunnel oxide layer [22, 23, 24],

and the implementation of silicon nanodots as the floating gate layer instead of the

poly-Si layer [3, 25, 26, 27]. In this case, the silicon nanodot layer is proposed as an

alternative to reduce the leakage current issue [23, 28]. The schematic diagram of such

memory device featuring the silicon nanodot as floating gate layer is depicted in Fig.

1.5.

Figure 1.5: Schematic diagram of the silicon nanodots non-volatile memory structure

Given that this memory device uses the same tunnelling mechanisms as its predecessors,

consequently some defects are created within the oxide layer due to the continuous use of

the memory device. Nevertheless, only the electrons stored within the silicon nanodot

adjacent to the leakage paths might leak which retains most of the charge stored at

the floating gate. By including the silicon nanodots as the floating gate, it relies in an

increment of the memory life time but does not solve the leakage path generation. The

leakage process in this structure is depicted in Fig. 1.6

Programming and erasing operations within flash memory are linked to the time that

these processes take to perform a single cycle. In this context, another drawback of

flash memory emerges. The average time that the memory device takes to perform these

operations is in the range of microseconds [4]. In today’s world, the time it takes to

perform these processes is jeopardising the prevalence of flash memory as the non-volatile

memory market leader. If flash memory wants to retain market hegemony, it has to

improve its timings making them closer to those of DRAMs and SRAMs. However, in the

non-volatile memory market various different approaches have been examined in order to

gather the qualities that are needed for the up-coming technologies such as high-speed,

non-volatility, reliability, low-power consumption and cost production, amongst others.
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Figure 1.6: Defects created within the tunnel oxide layer by action of the programming
and erasing operations due to the Fowler-Nordheim or Channel Hot Electron tunnelling
processes

Few structures have been proposed that fulfil those requirements known as emerging

memories such as Ferro-electric RAM (Fe-RAM), Magneto-resistive RAM (MRAM) and

Phase-change RAM (PC-RAM) [4, 13, 29, 30]. The introduction of the emerging memory

devices in the competition for the title of non-volatile RAM devices inherently carries

some drawbacks. One of these requires the introduction of exotic materials within the

mass production process, where these materials are not used within conventional Si-

based technology. Issues such as this leave the door open for new competitors to enter

the non-volatile memory market.

Figure 1.7 describes the ideal position of the non-volatile memory device at fast pro-

gramming & erasing operations, large retention time, lower stand-by power and a major

functionality/speed. In here, Flash memory shows that has a strong non-volatility, large

retention time but also shows a rather low writing and erasing characteristics as well as

low functionality. It also shows the other non-volatile memories and how are they trying

to close the path between the non-volatile capabilities towards the non-volatile RAM.

On the other hand, random memories such as SRAM or DRAM shows a large random

access, high writing and erasing time operations and poor retention time. From both

fronts are trying to get every time closer to the ideal high speed, long retention time,

random access and fast non-volatile RAM memory device.

Given that a new window of opportunities have been opened in the non-volatile mem-

ory market in which hybrid devices are showing rather interesting results in several

fields such as sensors and non-volatile memories. The co-integration of micro-/nano-

electromechanical systems (MEMS/NEMS) with the conventional metal-oxide-semiconductor

(MOS) technology enables the increase of the functionalities of the devices/systems and

meets the challenging specifications in advanced applications. To date, it is possible to

see in the literature some efforts to introduce this hybrid technology in high-precision



Chapter 1 Memories Background 9

Figure 1.7: Volatile and non-volatile memory characteristics (Courtesy of Prof.
Mizuta)

sensitive sensors [31], non-volatile memories [32], among others. Figure 1.8 describes the

miniaturisation trend of several technologies in which some of them are superimposed

CMOS-NEMS producing hybrid devices [33].

By co-integrating the two technologies as depicted in Fig. 1.8, hybrid devices based

on MOS and MEMS/NEMS technologies may help us to develop fast, sensitive, rather

small, low power, broadband, non-volatile among other characteristics that were difficult

to obtain by using individual technologies such as MOS or MEMS/NEMS technology. In

here it is possible to identify where the flash memory and the hybrid devices (non-volatile

memory) are going to meet.
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Figure 1.8: The MEMS/NEMS downscaling trend compared with the CMOS exten-
sion, in which the hybrid integration of NEMS and CMOS may offer a new approach
to the More-than-Moore and Beyond-CMOS domains (Courtesy of Prof. Mizuta)



Chapter 2

Suspended Gate Silicon Nanodots

Memory

In this Chapter the new non-volatile memory device is introduced. The memory struc-

ture is a hybrid device that co-integrates two different technologies nano-electromechanical

systems (NEMS) with metal-oxide-semiconductor (MOS) technology, in pursuit of high-

speed, negligible leakage current and large endurance cycle (>106) as well as low power

consumption and fast programming, reading and erasing operations. This hybrid non-

volatile memory device is called the Suspended Gate Silicon Nanodot Memory (SGSNM).

A schematic diagram of the memory structure is depicted in Fig. 2.1.

Figure 2.1: Suspended Gate Silicon Nanodots Memory (SGSNM) structure

11
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The SGSNM device features a MOSFET as a readout element, a silicon nanodot (SiNDs)

monolayer as the floating gate and a movable suspended control gate isolated from the

floating gate by an oxide layer and by an air-gap. To perform the programming, reading

and erasing operations within the non-volatile memory device, several processes are

involved which are encompassed in three main sections such as:

• Suspended control gate movement (pull-in/pull-out)

• Tunnelling mechanism

• Readout memory node process

The programming and erasing operations are performed through the movable suspended

control gate by the pull-in and pull-out effects produced as a consequence of the bias

voltage applied on the suspended gate electrode. In order to analyse those effects in

a reliable way, an exhaustive set of analyses that includes analytical and numerical

analyses as well as the electromechanical behaviour of the suspended control gate are

performed. In the following sections, the programming, erasing and reading techniques

employed within the SGSNM device are described.

2.1 Operations performed by the suspended control gate

The programming and erasing operations are performed as a combination of the mechan-

ical movement of the suspended control gate and the tunnelling mechanism that take

place when both layers are in contact. It is necessary to pointed out that the contact

area produced by both layers also covers the entire silicon nanodot monolayer (floating

gate) whilst in contact. The tunnelling process in this device occurs through top carrier

injection rather than from the substrate (channel formation) as with other memory de-

vices such as flash memory [5, 13]. To read the SGSNM cell, the suspended control gate

remains isolated from the floating gate (flat) and a readout element (a normally ‘On’

MOSFET) is activated. This reads the state of the memory node and a current pulse is

displayed if the device has been erased. When the memory device has been programmed

the current pulse is absent. Figure 2.2 shows a schematic diagram of the memory device.

2.1.1 Programming sequence

To program the Suspended Gate Silicon Nanodot Memory a negative bias voltage is

applied across the suspended control gate electrode. As the applied voltage increases,

the suspended gate bends downwards linearly until it reaches an inflection point known

as pull-in voltage. After the pull-in point is reached and by increasing the applied
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Figure 2.2: Schematic diagram of the SGSNM cell

voltage, the suspended gate collapses on the tunnel oxide layer allowing the carriers to

tunnel from the suspended gate into the SiNDs through the tunnel oxide layer by using

the Fowler-Nordheim tunnelling mechanism as shown in Fig. 2.3b [17, 34, 30]. Once in

contact, if the applied voltage is increased, the contact area between those layers will

also increase as well as the current density. In contrast, by reducing the applied voltage,

the contact area between the suspended gate and the tunnel oxide layers is reduced

but remains attached even at voltages lower than the pull-in voltage. Those layers

remain in contact due to the stiction generated. This occurs due to the electrostatic

and short range forces such as the van der Waals and Casimir are in equilibrium with

the mechanical restoring force of the doubly-clamped structure [35, 36, 37, 38, 39]. The

equilibrium between the forces is disturbed when the applied voltage is reduced beyond

the pull-in voltage. By reducing the applied voltage, the restoring force overcomes the

electrostatic and short-range forces allowing the suspended gate to return sharply to its

initial flat position. This point of imbalance is known as the pull-out voltage. When

pull-out occurs, the tunnelling mechanism (Fowler-Nordheim) is quickly interrupted.

As a result, the electrons are kept stored within the floating gate on the SiNDs layer

as depicted in Fig. 2.3c. Taking into account that the SiNDs are isolated from the

substrate and from the control gate by the tunnel oxide layer and the air-gap, the

presence of leakage current, under these circumstances, towards the substrate, between

them or to the control gate, is negligible.

2.1.2 Erasing Sequence

In order to erase the memory device, a positive bias voltage is applied into the suspended

gate electrode. As a consequence a similar sequence as for the programming process is

performed. When the control electrode is biased, the suspended gate bends downwards

by action of the electrostatic force due to the floating gate being negatively charged

(programmed). By increasing the biased voltage, the doubly-clamped beam structure

reaches the pull-in point and collapses on the tunnelling oxide layer allowing the electrons

to tunnel from the floating gate into the suspended gate through the tunnel oxide layer
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Figure 2.3: Programming sequence performed by the suspended gate when a) the
suspended gate electrode is biased, b) the suspended gate bends downwards and even-
tually collapses allowing the tunnelling process (electrons) into the floating gate layer
and c) the suspended gate detaches from the oxide layer and the electrons are trapped
within the floating gate

as shown in Fig. 2.4b. By reducing the applied voltage, the suspended gate remains

attached to the tunnel oxide layer due to the short-range and electrostatic forces being

in equilibrium with the mechanical restoring force. Further reduction in the applied

voltage creates an unbalance between those forces allowing the suspended gate to return

to its initial flat position and remain isolated from the floating gate. As a result, the

floating gate is positively charged as depicted in Fig. 2.4c.

2.1.3 Reading Sequence

The reading operation in the Suspended Gate Silicon Nanodot Memory is performed

through activation (bias) of the readout element VDS (MOSFET) whilst the suspend

gate is unbiased (VSG= 0 V). Without prior knowledge about the status of the memory

node, when the readout element is activated, a current pulse is displayed. This shows
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Figure 2.4: Erasing sequence of the SGSNM cell performed by the suspended control
gate when a) the doubly-clamped beam has been biased, b) by action of the applied
voltage and the electrostatic force the beam collapses on the oxide layer allowing the
electrons to tunnel into the floating gate, and c) by reducing the applied voltage an
imbalance between the restoring force with the electrostatic and short-range forces
occurs allowing the suspended gate to return to its initial flat position

that the memory node is either positively charged or it has been erased. The process

that occurs within the SGSNM cell at its read operation is that, upon activating the

MOSFET (biased), it “sees” the charge stored within the floating gate, which for this

operation becomes the control gate. As the memory node has been positively charged,

within the depletion region, an inversion layer is formed by action of the charge contained

in the floating gate, which as a consequence forms the channel as depicted in Fig. 2.5a.

Conversely, when the readout element is activated and no-current pulse is displayed,

it is indicative that the SGSNM cell is programmed. Within the memory cell, as the

floating gate has been negatively charged, there is no inversion layer formation within the

depletion region and as a consequence no current pulse is displayed (Fig. 2.5b). Figure

2.5c shows the status of the readout element when it is biased for the programming and

erasing memory node status at VSG = 0 V.
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Figure 2.5: Schematic diagrams that represent the reading operations when a) the
SGSNM cell has been erased, b) programmed and c) shows the Ids - VSG transfer
characteristics

Table 2.1 summarises the programming, reading and erasing operations performed by

the different control signals within the SGSNM cell such as the control voltage (VSG),

readout bias voltage (VDS) and the current signal (Ids).

Table 2.1: Programming, reading and erasing characteristics of the SGSNM cell

Process Bias Pull-in Pull-out Reading process

Prog. -VSG ≤ 0 V -VSG ≤ -VPull−in -VSG ≥ -VPull−out VSG = 0 V & VDS > 0 V
VDS = 0 V VDS = 0 V VDS = 0 V Ids ≈ 0 A

Erase VSG ≥ 0 V VSG ≥ VPull−in VSG ≤ VPull−out VSG = 0 V & VDS > 0 V
VDS = 0 V VDS = 0 V VDS = 0 V Ids > 0 A

Then, the programming, reading and erasing operations are described as functions of

the electro-mechanical movement of the suspended control gate as well as the readout

element. It is essential to investigate the full electro-mechanical behaviour of the doubly-

clamped structure by using reliable and fast models in which specific materials such as

aluminium, copper or poly-Si can be implemented as the suspended gate and oxide

materials such as the SiO2 and Si3N4 can be implemented as the tunnel oxide layers

[40, 41, 42, 43, 44].



Chapter 3

Suspended Control Gate Analysis

The Suspended Gate Silicon Nanodot Memory has its foundations in the dynamic move-

ments of the suspended control gate via the pull-in and pull-out effects. The understand-

ing of those effects through electromechanical analyses and the interaction between the

suspended control gate with the short range forces (when in contact), will lead to the ac-

quisition of reliable models for the programming and erasing operations of the SGSNM

device. This is why the suspended control gate structure is scrutinised in detail by

performing mathematical derivations as well as trustworthy numerical simulations. In

this Chapter a detailed analysis of the electromechanical properties of the suspended

control gate is performed. The analysis starts by considering a double-plate capacitor

structure which is used as the most basic and simplest representation of the doubly-

clamped suspended control gate. Here, the equations that govern the electromechanical

behaviour are analytically obtained. In addition, this analysis is complemented with

numerical three-dimensional (3D) finite element method (FEM) analysis. The Chap-

ter concludes with the implementation of the electromechanical behaviour as compact

voltage dependent models in an analog hardware description language (AHDL) [45, 46].

3.1 Pull-in analysis

The pull-in effect is defined by the action in which the suspended gate collapses over the

tunnel oxide layer as a consequence of the voltage applied on the control gate electrode.

This effect controls two key processes that involve voltage and speed parameters within

the SGSNM, the programming and erasing operations. The sharper the mechanical pull-

in, the higher the current density and the faster the transfer of carriers is performed.

Those characteristics are obtained by designing the suspended control gate taking into

account materials, shapes, thicknesses and dimensions implemented in accurate, robust

and trustworthy models among others. Electric and electromechanical characteristics

within the model are analysed in order to obtain the programming and erasing voltages

17
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through a combination of the pull-in and pull-out effects. A schematic diagram of the

doubly-clamped capacitor model is depicted in Fig. 3.1. From this model, the analytical

equations that describe the pull-in and pull-out effects are obtained.

Figure 3.1: Double-plate capacitor schematic diagram used to analytically obtain the
pull-in and pull-out voltage equations

Where LSG and wSG define the length and width of the plates, respectively, tSG rep-

resents the thickness of the top plate, d0 is defined as the initial air-gap, ǫ0 is the free

space permittivity, k represents the spring constant and V is the applied bias voltage on

the electrode. Given that it depends on the structural shape, the spring constant is not

a fixed entity that can be used indistinctly within any analysis. The spring constant can

be modelled as a membrane, cantilever or as a beam [42]. In our case, the model required

for the suspended control gate is a beam fixed at both ends [42, 44]. The function that

defines the doubly-clamped beam structure as spring constant is defined as

k =
16EwSGt

3
SG

L3
SG

(3.1)

where E represents the Young’s modulus [47].

The equations that govern the behaviour of the double-plate capacitor are divided into

electrical and mechanical force. The diagram shown in Fig. 3.1 is first transformed to

its equivalent circuit. Hence, the equations that govern the structure are defined as

FE =
d2M

dz2
+ kz (3.2)

FM = −kz (3.3)

By equalising Eqs. (3.2) & (3.3) we obtain

1

2

ǫ0ǫrAV
2

d2
= kz (3.4)
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VPull−in =

√

8kd30
27ǫ0A

Once the equations that govern the movements of the capacitor model have been ob-

tained, those are re-arranged as a function of the applied voltage by including the spring

constant function in it. As a consequence, the equation to calculate the pull-in voltage

(VPull−in) is defined as [42, 47]

VPull−in = 8

√

2Et3SGd
3
0

27ǫ0L
4
SG

(3.5)

where ǫ0 represents the free space permittivity.

The above equation calculates the inflection point as a function of the applied voltage

at which the upper plate capacitor is attracted by action of the electrostatic force. This

force overcomes the stiffness of the material (mechanical restoring force), allowing the

plate to collide over the bottom plate. In here, the equation (3.5) shows that the pull-in

voltage has a strong relationship with the length of the double-plate structure. It also

shows that it is possible to scale-down the dimensions of the structure in a linear way.

3.2 Pull-out analysis

The equation governing the pull-out voltage assumes that both plates are initially in

contact. The electrostatic and electromechanical forces that act at this stage are con-

trolled by the applied voltage. When this voltage is reduced, the spring constant of the

structure (stiffness of the material) has a stronger presence each time the voltage is re-

duced. By reducing the applied voltage, the forces are overcome by the spring constant

and it is here that the top plate returns to its initial separated position. The schematic

diagram that is analysed to obtain the pull-out voltage is depicted in Fig. 3.2.

Figure 3.2: Schematic diagram of the doubly-plate capacitor model modified to cal-
culate the pull-out voltage

The difference between the substrate and the initial air-gap between plates is assumed
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to be the initial condition generated by the spring constant. Taking into account these

changes and by analysing the above structure, the pull-out equation (VPull−out) is defined

as

VPull−out =

√

2kt2ox
ǫ0κoxA

(d0 − tox) (3.6)

where κox and tox represent the dielectric constant and the thickness of the dielectric

material, respectively.

The above model is useful to estimate the pull-in and pull-out voltages taking into

account a minimum set of parameters such as electrostatic and electromechanical forces.

Nevertheless, the set of forces that are implemented to calculate these voltages refers to

electrostatic nature and does not consider other kinds of forces such as short-range forces

that have a major impact at the nano-scale [35, 36, 37, 48]. Hence, to complement the

analysis the pull-out analysis requires the inclusion of short-range forces such as van der

Waals and Casimir in the calculations in order to obtain an accurate pull-out voltage

equation. Taking those short-range forces into consideration and rearranging Eq. (3.6),

the pull-out equation is re-defined as

VPull−out =

√

2kt2ox
ǫ0κoxA

(d0 − tox)−
Ah

3πκoxtox
(3.7)

where Ah is defined as the Hamaker constant [35, 49, 50]. By including the short range

force (van der Waals force) into the pull-out voltage equation, it relies in a accurate and

reliable behaviour of the pull-out voltage.

The above set of equations obtained to calculate the pull-in and pull-out voltages con-

siders ideal and homogeneous parameters such as materials and shapes for its analysis.

Those parameters, despite their well known physical properties such as Young’s modulus

or permittivity, do not physically represent the work performed by the structure at each

point. Despite these improvements, these analytical models based on electromechani-

cal structures are far too complex and require a long time which does not guarantee

the accuracy or robustness required. By increasing the complexity of the model to in-

clude “extra” parameters which are required to obtain high accuracy, the equation will

give reliable information to some extent and every time that a new parameter arises,

it needs to be included within the function which in the end becomes inefficient. This

is why, instead of using a model, we are looking to use a tool capable of analysing the

pull-in and pull-out effects of the doubly-clamped structure in a dynamic way. Within

its core, this tool should include electrical and mechanical properties such as elastic-

ity, plasticity, stress, tension and compression required by the analysis [41, 51]. The

finite element method enables us to analyse structures from different perspectives such
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as electric, electromechanical or magnetic in a reliable, consistent and robust manner

in a dynamic way not only in one-dimension (1D) but in two- (2D) and three- (3D)

dimensions without being affected by the complexity in the implementation. Nowadays,

there are several commercial software companies that provide FEM packages such as

Matlab, Comsol, CoventorWare and Ansys, among others that allow us to analyse a

broad variety of structures in 2D and 3D in a considerably low computational time, over

a short learning period and at a low cost [43, 44, 52, 53]. Although those FEM packages

are capable to analyse the doubly-clamped beam structure and calculate the pull-in and

pull-out trajectories, each one has its own advantages as well as drawbacks. According

to the characteristics present in each package; CoventorWare fulfils the requirements

that enable the analysis of the behaviour of the suspended control gate. The qualities

that differentiate this package in comparison to the others are the built-in libraries that

contain in situ measurements for micro/nano-electromechanical structures as well as for

CMOS technology, the fabrication process simulator, the circuit level simulator, and the

engine that creates and solves the meshing algorithms that fit the structural shapes at

inter-layers, among other built-in algorithms present in it [44].

3.3 Numerical Analysis of the Doubly-Clamped Structure

Analysing the behaviour of the suspended control gate through CoventorWare requires

following a sequence that involves several steps in which the material thickness of each

layer, the dimensions and shapes of the device under test are defined as initial conditions.

It is at this early stage that the sacrificial layer is defined within the CoventorWare model.

A schematic diagram of the structure implemented in CoventorWare is shown in Fig.

3.3.

Figure 3.3: Schematic diagram of the doubly-clamped beam structure implemented
in CoventorWare

The structure described above is solved by taking advantage of each of the features

that CoventorWare has to offer, by using one of the built-in algorithms’ trajectory

analysis present in the package. Several materials are proposed as suspended control

gate candidates. These materials and their physical properties are listed in Table 3.1

The implementation process of the doubly-clamped structure within CoventorWare in

which the initial set of layers is defined, the etching-out process of the sacrificial layer
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Table 3.1: Set of materials and parameters proposed as suspended control gate

Materials Thickness Dimensions Poisson’s Young’s
(nm) (µm × nm) ratio modulus (GPa)

Aluminium (Al) 30 1 × 300 0.3 77
Copper (Cu) 30 1 × 300 0.36 128

Poly-Si 30 1 × 300 0.22 160
SiO2 10 1 × 300 0.17 73
Si3N4 10 1 × 300 0.27 222

and the meshing analysis are displayed in Fig. 3.4. Once the structures have been

implemented on the simulator, a processing operation that involves boundary conditions,

size and density of the grid, inter-layer analysis, mesh algorithm, resources and the

computing time required for the process are defined within CoventorWare.

Figure 3.4: Set of schematic diagrams that show the main points within the imple-
mentation of the doubly-clamped structure in CoventorWare

The initial stage (Fig. 3.4a) it is possible to identify a whole set of layers that form

the suspended control gate: substrate (blue), thermal oxide layer (yellow), sacrificial

layer (green) and control gate (red). By using the fabrication process tool, the sacrificial

layer is etched-out to form a suspended control gate, this sacrificial layer is required by

the software in order to have a rather realistic fabrication process (Fig. 3.4b). As a

part of processing, the entire structure is meshed by using a built-in mesh algorithm
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known as Manhattan bricks. Within this part both sides, top and bottom of the beam

and the top part of the tunnel oxide layer, are named and fixed with the exception

of the beam top and bottom faces. After specifying the voltage and type of analysis,

the pull-in detection algorithm is implemented. This algorithm analyses the tension,

compression and deformation at each node within the mesh as mechanical properties.

The electromechanical analysis leads to finding the inflection point at which the beam

collapses over the substrate. The results obtained from this numerical analysis are

depicted in Fig. 3.5.

Figure 3.5: Pull-in 3D-FEM analysis of a set of parameters shown in Table 3.1

The set of pull-in curves obtained from the FEM analysis shows that the three suspended

gate materials pulled-in under 25 V. The 3D FEM analysis assumes the interaction be-

tween the electrostatic and mechanical forces in the analysis without taking into account

other forces such as short range forces. From those structures it is possible to see the

non-linearity which is highly desired for the control gate. From the point of view of the

operation voltage, it is desirable to drive the programming and erasing operations at as

low voltage as possible. According to the results obtained from this analysis, aluminium

seems to be a suitable candidate for the suspended control gate due to its low pull-in

voltage (17 V) compared with the other structures (copper @ 21 V and poly-Si @ 24.2

V). The pull-in voltages obtained by using the 3D FEM analysis are quite dissimilar

to those voltages obtained by using the double-plate capacitor model e.g. for the alu-

minium beam, it pulls-in at ≈ 4.5 V rather that 17 V as the obtained by using the

FEM analysis. Once the control gate material has been chosen, the pull-out voltage

is analysed. To calculate the pull-out voltage, the control gate is coupled with SiO2

and Si3N4 tunnel oxide layers, respectively. Once coupled, both structures are analysed

through the trajectory analysis in which the applied voltage is swept from 0 to 25 V

and vice versa. This analysis is performed in order to obtain the pull-in and pull-out

curves merged in a single graph as a displacement - voltage (D - V) hysteresis cycle.

The hysteresis curves for both analyses are overlapped and depicted in Fig. 3.6

By overlapping both hysteresis curves, several characteristics inherent to the structures
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Figure 3.6: 3D-FEM analyses used to find the pull-in and pull-out trajectories for
two structures Al / SiO2 and Al / Si3N4, respectively

arise. These characteristics show the effects that the tunnel oxide permittivity has on the

behaviour of the suspended control gate. In the first instance, it shows that the tunnel

oxide permittivity has a negligible effect on the pull-in trajectory as shown in both D - V

hysteresis curves due to both pull-in trajectories converging at the same point. For the

pull-out effect, the small variation between SiO2 (κ = 3.8) and Si3N4 (κ = 7.1) creates

a fairly large stiction window (2 V) between both hysteresis cycles [40, 54, 55]. The

difference in the stiction window between both materials is produced, mainly, by the

permeability of the material in which the thickness of the layer plays an important role.

Thus, the pull-out voltages for both structures occur at 7 V and 9 V, respectively. It is

also desirable to obtain a short stiction window due to endurance and degradation caused

by the tunnelling mechanisms on the tunnel oxide layer. By considering the shortest

stiction window, SiO2 is defined as the tunnel oxide layer for the SGSNM. Taking into

account those parameters, the programming and erasing operation voltages are not

competitive for today’s non-volatile memory market. In order to be competitive, those

voltages are required to have a threshold under 10 V to match the voltages proposed

by emerging memories such as MRAM or PCRAM [1]. In order to reduce the high

operation voltage, there are a few modifications in the suspended gate structure that

need to be addressed in pursuit of lower programming and erasing voltages.

This is why the area as well as the beam material are kept constant while the beam

thickness and the air-gap are defined as the parameters to be modified. The goal of

modifying those parameters is to find a programming voltage under 10 V which can

be competitive within the non-volatile memory market. The set of parameters that are

tested as thickness and as air-gap are listed in Table 3.2.

As a result of the parameters proposed, the numerical analysis shows a satisfactory result

in which the set of parameters under test show that whole pull-in under 10 V. Figure

3.7 shows the set of pull-in trajectories and its electro-mechanical properties that can
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Table 3.2: Parameters used to optimise the structure

Material Suspended Air-Gap Dimensions
SG Gate (nm) (nm) (µm × nm)

Al 30 30 1 × 300
Al 30 20 1 × 300
Al 20 20 1 × 300
Al 20 15 1 × 300

be used in combination with the area as the suspended control gate parameters.

Figure 3.7: Pull-in trajectories for the set of parameters specified in Table 3.2 that
fulfils the requirements of pull-in under 10 V

From the set of pull-in trajectories, the suspended control gate is carefully chosen based

on its mechanical properties such as thickness and robustness, as well as the inherent non-

linear behaviour as result of the combination between the air-gap and material thickness.

The requirements for the suspended control gate are gathered by the structure with 30

nm thickness at 20 nm air-gap. Chosen parameters are coupled to the SiO2 tunnel oxide

layer and analysed numerically in order to obtain the D - V hysteresis cycle. For this

analysis, a bias voltage is swept on the suspended gate electrode from 0 to 10 V and vice

versa. As a result the pull-in and pull-out trajectories are obtained. These trajectories

are merged to form a hysteresis cycle which is displayed as a 3D FEM sequence, as it is

displayed in Fig. 3.8.

When a low positive bias voltage is applied on the control gate electrode, it does not

seem to have any influence on it due to the fact that the stiffness of the material is

greater than the electrostatic force generated from 0 to 3.5 V. The influence of the

applied voltage on the electrode is invisible until it has reached 4 V as depicted in Fig.

3.8b. By increasing the applied voltage, the beam deformation becomes visible until

it collapses over the tunnel oxide layer due to the fact that the electrostatic force has

overcome the restoring force of the beam (Fig. 3.8e). Further increments on the applied

voltage rely on a major contact area as can be seen in Fig. 3.8f. When the applied
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Figure 3.8: Pull-in and pull-out sequence of the doubly-clamped Al beam (30 nm)
coupled to SiO2 tunnel oxide layer (20 nm)

voltage is reduced, the control gate remains attached to the tunnel oxide layer even at

voltages similar to the pull-in (Fig. 3.8g). By reducing the applied voltage beyond pull-

in voltage, those forces are not in equilibrium any more and the control gate detaches

from the tunnel oxide layer returning to its initial flat position as depicted in Fig. 3.8i.

A complementary analysis to the mechanical analysis, an electrical-based analysis is

performed on the doubly-clamped beam structure. In here, the capacitance - voltage

(C - V) hysteresis cycle is obtained. These hysteresis cycles describe the electrical and

electromechanical comportment of the suspended control gate. Both hysteresis cycles

are displayed in Fig. 3.9.

The suspended control gate is directly responsible for the programming and erasing
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Figure 3.9: Hysteresis cycles. (a) Displacement-Voltage, showing the pull-in/pull-out
voltages and the stiction endurance; (b) Capacitance-Voltage characteristics

operations of the SGSNM due to the pull-in and pull-out effects and indirectly for the

reading operation due to it remains isolated from the memory node by a combination

of the air-gap and the tunnel oxide layer. According to the numerical analysis, these

operations are performed at a relatively low voltage. To sum up, Fig. 3.10 shows

schematic diagrams for the programming, reading and erasing operations as well as the

hysteresis curves that intervene when the SGSNM perform those processes. It also need

to be considered that the programming and erasing processes are no-symmetrical due

to the charging/discharging processes.

3.3.1 Implementation as behavioural models

The implementation of the C - V hysteresis curves within a circuit simulator is performed

through the conversion of the C - V hysteresis cycle into analog voltage dependent func-

tions. Such implementation is made through an analog hardware description language

(AHDL) which is interpreted within the CAD simulators as embedded analog libraries

[56, 57, 58, 59]. The C - V hysteresis curve is adapted to the mnemonic. In here the

analog implementation can be considered as voltage or current dependent functions and

a graphical representation of the mnemonic is depicted in Fig. 3.11. The mnemonic

used for this implementation is adaptive at a three word system. Once divided, the

analog implementation is made by using algebraic algorithms. The behavioural func-

tions have several advantages such as easy to implement, fast analysis, reduced number

of coefficients rather than complex and heavy, computationally speaking, mathematical
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Figure 3.10: Schematic diagram that describe the programming, reading and erasing
operations with its associated hysteresis cycles

functions [51, 60, 61, 62]. The AHDL language that is used for the implementation of

those voltage dependent functions is Verilog-AMS [45, 63, 64].

Figure 3.11: Capacitance-Voltage Hysteresis Curves Implementation

According to Fig. 3.11 the implementation for each mnemonic has its own particularities.

Region 1 considers the section from the initial state of the suspended gate at zero

volts until the beam collapses at pull-in voltage (≈ 6.7 V). The capacitance variation

associated to the beam displacement from the isolated flat position until the suspended

control gate has collapsed on the tunnel oxide layer is 3.0×10−17 F. The algorithm

used to fit region 1 is a third order polynomial. This algebraic polynomial used offers

several advantages and a good trade-off between the accuracy and fast coding. The first

mnemonic displayed as a dot-line and the approximation curve made by the algebraic
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algorithm as a continuous line (Fig. 3.12).

Figure 3.12: Region 1 approximated by using a third degree algebraic polynomial.
The dot-line represents the discreet voltage dependent function and the continuous line
represents the algebraic approximation

The second region is bounded from the point at which the suspended gate collapses

over the tunnel oxide layer (pull-in voltage) until the maximum voltage applied on the

suspended gate electrode is reached (≈ 10 V). In this region, the capacitance variation

is produced, in the first instance, by the sharp contact between the suspended gate and

tunnel oxide layer and later increased by the contact area (5.7×10−17 F). This region

is also implemented by using a third order polynomial, similar as for region 1. Figure

3.13 depicts the curve for region 2 represented as a dot-line and the approximation curve

produced by the algorithm as a continuous line.

Figure 3.13: Region 2 defined by the pulled-in beam and the increased contact area.
In here, the dot-line represent the discreet C-V curve and the continuous line the
approximation generated by the third degree polynomial

Finally, region three defines the stiction - pull-out process that starts from the maximum
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applied voltage (10 V) until the pull-out effect takes place (4 V). The erratic behaviour

depicted by the curve is caused by the unbalance between the restore and the electrostatic

forces [65]. The interaction at short-range between those forces allows the suspended

gate to remain attached to the tunnel oxide layer. Whilst the applied voltage is reduced,

the unbalance between those forces is visible and concludes with the suspended gate

isolated from the tunnel oxide layer. In here, the capacitance variation produced within

the stiction window is ≈ 1.0×10−16 F. To approximate region 3, a similar algorithm

as before is used in the analysis. Figure 3.14 shows the discreet C - V stiction curve

(dot-line) and the approximation curve represented as the continuous line.

Figure 3.14: Region 3 is defined as the stiction window starting from the maximum
voltage applied until the suspended gate is detached from the tunnel oxide layer. The
dot line represents the discreet erratic detachment behaviour and the continuous line
the approximation curve generated by the algebraic model

The approximation curve generated by the polynomial algorithm is not as smooth as

in the previous trajectories. Although other algorithms were tested, the improvements

provided by those functions did not reflect the trade-off between accuracy, implemen-

tation and processing time. Hence, the algebraic algorithm used to approximate this

region was used. The set of curves obtained has the form of a third degree algebraic

function defined as

f(x) = M3x
3 +M2x

2 +M1x
1 +M0x

0 (3.8)

where M1,2,3 stands for the coefficients that represent each region within the algebraic

function and x is defined as the applied voltage.

The set of coefficients obtained from the algebraic algorithms is implemented within

AHDL as behavioural models by following a sequence to differentiate between the pro-

gramming and erasing operations. When a positive bias voltage is applied on the sus-

pended gate electrode, the set of C - V curves that are used within this operation are

positive as depicted in Fig. 3.10. From these C - V curves, the coefficients of the voltage
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dependent functions are shown in Table 3.3.

Table 3.3: Coefficients obtained by approximating the C - V hysteresis curve with
third order algorithms

Region M3 M2 M1 M0

1 2.4668×10−19 -1.2126×10−18 2.6251×10−18 1.4961×10−16

2 1.5988×10−18 -4.2254×10−17 3.8947×10−16 -8.3338×10−16

3 -4.4919×10−19 4.0622×10−18 3.0217×10−19 2.5997×10−16

In contrast, to program the memory node a negative bias voltage is applied on the

suspended gate electrode. In this process, as depicted in Fig. 3.10, the C - V hysteresis

cycle is negative. Therefore, the coefficients used within the voltage dependent functions

are modified. Table 3.4 shows the set of coefficients associated with the negative C - V

hysteresis curve.

Table 3.4: Coefficients obtained by approximating the C - V hysteresis curve with
third order algorithms

Region M3 M2 M1 M0

1 -2.4668×10−19 -1.2126×10−18 -2.6251×10−18 1.4961×10−16

2 -1.5988×10−18 -4.2254×10−17 -3.8947×10−16 -8.3338×10−16

3 -4.4919×10−19 -4.0622×10−18 -3.0217×10−19 -2.5997×10−16

The voltage dependent functions shown in Tables 3.3 and 3.4 are merged in order to

show the full behaviour of the suspended control gate as it is depicted in Fig. 3.15.

In here, it is possible to identify the programming, erasing and the reading sequences

performed through the suspended control gate and the C - V hysteresis curve.

3.4 Transient Analysis

The pull-in and pull-out effects are linked to the speed that the SGSNM cell can achieve

during the programming and erasing operations. In order to find the time at which the

pull-in effect occurs, a 3D FEM transient analysis is performed. Within this numerical

analysis the electrostatic as well as the Casimir forces are interacting between the sus-

pended gate and the tunnel oxide layer. As a result of the transient analysis Fig. 3.16

shows the displacement - voltage analysis.

From this numerical analysis, it was found that for 1 µm-long beam the time at which the

pull-in effect occurs for the programming and erasing operations is 0.8 nsec as depicted

in Fig. 3.17 [43].
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Figure 3.15: Programming and erasing sequences performed by the suspended control
gate through the bias voltage

Figure 3.16: Transient analysis of the doubly-clamped beam via numerical analysis

3.5 Suspended Control Gate Scaling Down Process

The main aim of this process is to reduce, besides the dimensions of the suspended control

gate, the voltage at which the pull-in effect takes place. This analysis is performed as

a 3D FEM analysis by using CoventorWare. The scaling down process is defined as the

suspended gate parameters divided by the scaling down factor (n) that is expressed as

Scaling down =
SG parameters

Scaling Factor (n)
(3.9)

Table 3.5 shows the parameters used within the numerical analysis and the scaling down

factor associated for each analysis

The set of D - V curves displayed in Fig. 3.18 obtained from the 3D FEM analysis shows

the scaling-down trend obtained by scaling-down the dimensions according to the fixed

factor. In here, each of the analyses performed shows that the pull-in voltage is lower
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Figure 3.17: Characteristic curve of a transient analysis performed to calculate the
mechanical switching time (pull-in effect) of the doubly-clamped beam

Table 3.5: Scaling-down parameters implemented within de 3D FEM analysis

Analysis Length Width Thickness Air-Gap Scaling Factor
nm nm nm nm (n)

1 1000 300 30 20 1.0
2 909.1 272.7 27.3 18 1.1
3 769.2 230.8 23.07 15.4 1.3
4 588.2 176.4 17.7 11.8 1.7
5 526.3 157.9 15.7 10.6 1.9
6 434.8 130.5 13.0 8.7 2.3

than that of its predecessor, whose operation voltage was substantially reduced from

the typical 6 V for the largest feature to about 3 V for the shortest one. It is foreseen

that by increasing the scaling factor, the operation voltage of the memory device can be

improved.
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Figure 3.18: 3D FEM scaling-down analysis by shrinking the suspended gate param-
eters according to a scaling factor described in Table 3.5



Chapter 4

Quantum-Mechanical Tunnelling

Process: Current Density

Analysis

The programming and erasing operations consider the injection of electrons through the

tunnel oxide layer. The tunnelling process occurs as a combination generated by the

high voltage applied on the control gate electrode and the pull-in effect. From the point

of view of the energy band diagram, the tunnel oxide layer bends its original square

shape until it becomes triangular allowing the electrons to tunnel through the thinner

triangular shape. This tunnelling process is known as the Fowler-Nordheim tunnelling

process. In this Chapter, the quantum-mechanical tunnelling mechanism is analysed and

implemented by considering the Tsu-Esaki equation within the transfer matrix method

as voltage dependent functions. These are implemented within an algorithm in order to

find the current density as function of the tunnel oxide material, thickness and applied

voltage. Finally, the current density characteristic curve is segmented and transformed

from a discreet function to analog voltage dependent functions. These functions are

implemented as behavioural models within a commercial circuit simulator coded in an

analog hardware description language such as Verilog-AMS.

35
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The injection of electrons to program or to erase the memory node is performed by the

dynamic movement of the suspended control gate. Here, the electrons are injected into

the memory node via the suspended control gate (top injection), rather than from the

channel (bottom injection) as other memory devices e.g. flash memory. The tunnelling

mechanism starts once the suspended control gate has collapsed on the tunnel oxide layer.

To exemplify the process, a set of schematic diagrams that describe the programming

and erasing operations of the SGSNM and how the band diagram of the tunnel oxide

layer, silicon nanodots and the thick oxide from the substrate change according to each

bias voltage, is depicted in Fig. 4.1.

Figure 4.1: Programming and erasing sequence according to the SG and tunnelling
processes. a) SG without bias, b) a negative voltage is applied on the SG and the
electrons tunnelling is allowed because of the triangular shape of the tunnel barrier, c)
by reducing the applied voltage the SG returns as well as the tunnel barrier to its initial
position, d) considering the SGSNM cell programmed, a positive voltage is applied on
the SG (d) and the electrons are removed from the FG (e). Finally, by reducing the
applied voltage both the SG and the tunnel barrier return to their initial position (f)

At zero bias, the suspended control gate is isolated from the entire structure and the

equivalent energy band diagram of the structure has the shape as depicted in Fig. 4.1a.

By applying a negative bias voltage for the programming operation, the suspended gate

bends downwards until it collapses on the tunnel oxide layer. The energy band diagram

shows how the tunnel oxide potential barrier bends until it becomes triangular allowing

the electrons to tunnel through it (Fig. 4.1b). Whilst the applied voltage is reduced,

the energy barrier recovers its original squared shape trapping the electrons that firstly

tunnel through it into the floating gate. Those trapped electrons within the SiNDs let the

memory node become negatively charged as depicted in Fig. 4.1c. In contrast, when a

positive bias voltage is applied on the control gate and the suspended control gate snaps

on the oxide layer, the energy band diagram shows that the tunnel barrier becomes

triangular allowing electrons to tunnel from the floating gate into the suspended gate



Chapter 4 Quantum-Mechanical Tunnelling Process: Current Density Analysis 37

as depicted in Fig. 4.1e. By reducing the applied voltage, the suspended gate detaches

from the tunnel oxide layer and the energy barrier recovers its initial shape letting the

memory node become positively charged as depicted in Fig. 4.1f.

The tunnelling process described in Fig. 4.1 shows the behaviour of the tunnelling

mechanism which is expected by co-integrating the transfer matrix method and the

Tsu-Esaki equation within a finite element-based homemade algorithm [66, 67, 68, 69,

70]. Within this algorithm the Schrödinger and the Poisson equations are co-solved

simultaneously in order to obtain the desired current density curve.

4.1 Tunnelling Current Density Analysis

The model that we are going to implement analyses the tunnel barrier which assumes

that the energy and momentum are maintained due to no energy dissipation processes

being included. Thus, the total energy of electrons can be divided into lateral and

vertical components (x,y & z)

E(~k) =
~
2
(

k2x + k2y
)

2m∗
+ Ez (4.1)

where m∗ is defined as the effective mass of the electron, ~ is defined as the Planck

constant and ~k represents the lateral wave vector.

The tunnelling current density known as the Tsu-Esaki equation at finite temperature

is defined as

J = J−→− J←− (4.2)

where

J−→ = 2
∑

kx,kx,kx>0

evzT (Ez)
[

fL(~k)[1− fR(~k)]
]

J−→ =
1

2π2

∫

∞

0
kx,ydkx,y

∫

∞

0
dkzevzT (Ez)fL(kx,y,z)[1− fR(kx,y,z)] (4.3)

J←− = 2
∑

kx,kx,kx<0

evzT (Ez)fR(~k)[1− fL(~k)]

J←− =
1

2π2

∫

∞

0
kx,ydkx,y

∫ 0

−∞

dkzevzT (Ez)fR(kx,y,z)[1− fL(kx,y,z)] (4.4)



38 Chapter 4 Quantum-Mechanical Tunnelling Process: Current Density Analysis

where T (Ez) defines the transmission probability function, fL and fR are the Fermi

distribution functions at barrier sides called emitter and collector regions.

fL,R(~k) =
1

1 + exp

(

E(~k)−E
L,R

F

KBT

) (4.5)

where

EL
F = ER

F + V

where V is defined as an external voltage applied to the barrier, by using

vz =
1

~

dEz

dkz
(4.6)

Integrating over the regions perpendicular to z

J =

∫

∞

0
dEzT (Ez)S(Ez) (4.7)

From the above equation, S(Ez) is defined as the electron supply function. This function

is defined as

S(Ez) =
m∗ekBT

2π2~3
ln





1 + exp
(

1
kBT

(EL
F − Ez)

)

1 + exp
(

1
kBT

(ER
F − Ez)

)



 (4.8)

The Tsu-Esaki equation and the transfer matrix method consider the Schrödinger equa-

tion as time independent and in one dimension (1D) as shown in Fig. 4.2.

ZN Z0

ZN-1 Z1
. . .

Y

Y

Y
N

0

. . .

Y

L

R

V(z)

Figure 4.2: Small potential steps used for the transfer matrix calculations of a single
barrier

− ~
2

2
∇
(

1

m∗(z)
∇
)

Ψ(z) + V (Z)Ψ(z) = EzΨ(z) (4.9)
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where m∗(z) is defined as the z-dependent conduction-band effective mass, V (z) as the

potential energy used and Ψ(z) is defined as the wave function. The solution for the

wave function has the form of

Ψ
(i)

k
(i)
z

(z) = A
(i)

k
(i)
z

exp(ik(i)z z) +B
(i)

k
(i)
z

exp(−ik(i)z z) (4.10)

In Eq. (4.10), k
(i)
z is defined as the complex wave number that is described as

k(i)z =

√

2m∗(i)(Ez − V (i))

~
(4.11)

The solution of the above coefficients are related as

(A
(i+1)

K
(i+1)
z

B
(i+1)

K
(i+1)
z

)

= T (i)

(A
(i)

K
(i)
z

B
(i)

K
(i)
z

)

(4.12)

The matrix T (i) is defined as

T (i) =

(

α
(i)
+ P α

(i)
− /Q

α
(i)
− Q α

(i)
+ /P

)

where

α
(i)
± =

1

2

[

1± (
m∗(i+1)

m∗(i)
)(

k
(i)
z

k
(i+1)
z

)

]

(4.13)

P = exp[i(k(i)z − k(i+1)
z )zi+1] (4.14)

Q = exp[i(k(i)z + k(i+1)
z )zi+1] (4.15)

TSB(Ez) =

[

1 +
V 2

4Ez(V − Ez)
sinh2(κzd)

]−1

(4.16)

where

kz =

√

2m∗Ez

~2
& κz =

√

2m∗(V − Ez)

~2
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The above set of equations was implemented to calculate the current density charac-

teristic curve. Taking into account the complexity of the algorithm due to the set of

equations that it encompasses, the code is written in a language created for this purpose,

Fortran [71].

4.2 Tunnel Barrier Analysis

The tunnelling process within the SGSNM is modelled by using a variable resistor in

parallel with a tunnel capacitor. The tunnel capacitor within the model represents the

memory node and the tunnel resistor describes how the current increases or decreases

as a function of the applied voltage. Several parameters such as materials, number of

nodes, thicknesses and other physical properties are required to represent those elements

within the tunnel barrier analysis. The model is represented schematically as depicted

in Fig. 4.3.

Figure 4.3: Tunnel barrier equivalent circuit. Where Ctb is the tunnelling capacitance
and Rtb is the tunnel variable resistance

The current density analysis takes into account several parameters for both elements.

Most of those parameters are physical properties such as material, electron effective

mass of the material, band gap, dielectric constant, doping concentration of the emitter

and collector and thickness. Within the FEM kernel other numerical parameters such

as number of lines or nodes are required [66]. Those sets of parameters are coupled to

the electromechanical characteristics of the suspended control gate (D - V and C - V

hysteresis cycles) analysed in the previous Chapter. Once the whole set of parameters

has been implemented within the algorithm and by considering that the tunnel oxide

layer is SiO2, the numerical analysis takes place in which five different thicknesses from

4 to 8 nm are analysed. The characteristic curves obtained from those analyses are

depicted in Fig. 4.4.

The characteristic curves obtained from the 5 SiO2 layers show that the curves at low



Chapter 4 Quantum-Mechanical Tunnelling Process: Current Density Analysis 41

Figure 4.4: Current density-voltage set of curves for several SiO2 thicknesses. In here
the Fowler-Nordheim tunnelling equation and current are specified for a 5 nm SiO2

layer

bias voltage from 0 to 2 V, the current density is rather low in which the maximum

difference between each thickness is about 5-magnitude order. Whilst the applied voltage

increases from 2 to 7 V, the current density also increases and the difference between

each thickness reduces to three magnitude orders as it is displayed at pull-in and onward

voltages. Further increment in the applied voltage results in fairly large currents that

eventually reach the saturation point over the 18 V. Analysing the above set of curves,

it is possible to see that at low voltages, the tunnelling mechanism is governed by direct

tunnelling when the dielectric thickness analysed is rather thin <4 nm and by the Fowler-

Nordheim tunnelling at high voltages and rather thick dielectric layers. Therefore, the

thinner the dielectric layer, the larger the current density present is and as a consequence,

the faster the programming and erasing operations occur. Table 4.1 lists the current

density at low and high voltages for each one of the SiO2 thicknesses. Here, Table 4.1

shows that whole layers at low bias (≈ 0.1 V) have a rather negligible current density

e.g. 8 nm at 9.24×10−36 A/cm2 while at high voltage (≈ 10 V) the current density

reaches a rather high current e.g. 4 nm at 506 A/cm2.

According to the set of curves and parameters displayed in Fig. 4.4 and Table 4.1

and by considering the minimum tunnel oxide layer for the scaled flash memory is 7

nm defined elsewhere, the value for the tunnel oxide layer hereafter adopted for the

SGSNM analysis is 7 nm SiO2 [1]. Once J - V characteristic curve for 7 nm has been

obtained, it is transformed into an analog model in AHDL in the same manner as for

the C - V hysteresis cycle. The implementation of the current density curve requires
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Table 4.1: Comparison between voltage and current densities currents

Thickness Voltage Current Voltage Current
(nm) min (V) Density (A/cm2) max (V) Density (A/cm2)

4 0.1 1.12×10−14 10 506
5 0.1 6.26×10−20 10 42.3
6 0.1 4.86×10−25 10 5.86
7 0.1 1.66×10−30 10 0.163
8 0.1 9.24×10−36 10 9.23×10−3

the specification of the boundary conditions in which those functions are going to take

place. Considering that the tunnelling process takes place after the pull-in occurs until

the pull-out effect takes place, outside of these boundaries, the tunnelling process is

negligible due to the isolation in which the floating gate is immersed. As a consequence,

this isolation avoids any leakage current into the substrate due to the thick oxide layer or

towards the control gate due to the doubly isolation existent produced by the oxide layer

and air-gap to the control gate. Figure 4.5 shows the current density curve segmented

into two regions.

Figure 4.5: Full current density-voltage characteristic curve for a SiO2 layer at 7 nm
thickness

The implementation of the analog voltage functions requires the manipulation of the

current density curve. As the curve is defined in a logarithmic scale, the first step is to

transform the logarithmic scale into a linear function through mathematical manipula-

tion. Once the function has been transformed, an algebraic algorithm such as polynomial

degree 4, is used to approximate the linear function. The approximation curve and the

linearised function for the pull-in section are depicted in Fig. 4.6. Here, the discreet

curve is represented as the black line while the approximation by the polynomial algo-

rithm is depicted as the red line.
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Figure 4.6: Current density-voltage characteristic curve for a sweeping pull-in voltage
(6.7 to 9 V)

The stiction window (max. voltage to pull-out), is transformed into an analog voltage

dependent function as depicted in Fig. 4.7.

Figure 4.7: Current density-voltage pull-in voltage approximation. Circles represent
the pull-in effect and the squares represent the approximation function

The mathematical implementation and approximation of those curves are represented

for the polynomial equation of the form

f(x) = M0x
0 +M1x

1 +M2x
2 +M3x

3 +M4x
4

where the coefficients of the equation are defined as shown in Table 4.2.

Once the pull-in voltage and the stiction characteristic curves have been transformed as

voltage dependent functions, these curves are implemented as mathematical functions

that describe the programming and erasing operations. These functions are implemented

within the analog hardware description language by following the form
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Table 4.2: Coefficients used to approximate the pull-in and stiction curves as function
of an algebraic polynomial algorithm for the erasing process

Function E0 E1 E2 E3 E4

VPull−in -1316.2 633.95 -117.4 9.7618 -0.3045
VStiction 66.547 -88.631 23.829 -2.4718 0.0917

VPull−in,Stiction(x) = ± exp
(

E0x
0 + E1x

1 + E2x
2 + E3x

3 + E4x
4
)

(4.17)

Equation (4.17) defines the erasing process as a function of the coefficients specified in

Table 4.2. Here, the functions are defined as an exponential function because of the

nature of the current density obtained from numerical analysis. Figure 4.8 displays

the curves for the pull-in and stiction window transformed as analog voltage dependent

functions for the erasing sequence.

Figure 4.8: Current density-voltage curves for the erasing (a) pull-in and (b) stiction
- pull-out sequence

The programming sequence considers different approaches as for the erasing one. Here,

the function that is used to implement the voltage dependent functions is described as

VPull−in,Stiction(x) = exp
(

P0x
0 + P1x

1 + P2x
2 + P3x

3 + P4x
4
)

(4.18)

where P are the coefficients that define those expressions. The coefficients that drive

the above equation are defined in Table 4.3

Figure 4.9 shows the voltage dependent functions that describe the programming se-

quence.

The implementation of the analog voltage dependent functions as behavioural mod-

els within the SGSNM circuit are performed by using a commercial circuit simulation
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Table 4.3: Coefficients used to approximate the pull-in and stiction curves as a func-
tion of an algebraic polynomial algorithm for the programming process

Function P0 P1 P2 P3 P4

VPull−in -1316.2 -633.95 -117.4 -9.7618 -0.3045
VStiction 66.547 88.631 23.829 2.4718 0.0917

Figure 4.9: Current density-voltage curves for the programming (a) pull-in (b) stiction
- pull-out sequence

software such as SmartSpice or Cadence that uses PSpice as the main kernel. The im-

plementation of those voltage dependent functions coded in Verilog-AMS, allows the

simulator to interpret the models as libraries and use them as an instance of the main

library whenever those models might be required.





Chapter 5

Suspended Gate Silicon Nanodots

Memory implementation

The electromechanical analysis of the suspended control gate describes the voltages

at which the suspended gate collapses (pull-in) and detaches (pull-out) from the pro-

gramming and erasing operations. The numerical analysis was conducted considering

a doubly-clamped aluminium beam of 30 nm thick at a 20 nm air-gap coupled to a

thin tunnel oxide layer. The hysteresis curves that describe the full mechanical and

electromechanical behaviour of the suspended control gate were obtained from the 3D

numerical analysis and were implemented as voltage dependent functions by using an

analog hardware description language such as Verilog-AMS. Another key point within

the programming and erasing operations was the analysis and implementation of the

tunnelling process as a behavioural model. In order to calculate the current density

through the tunnel oxide layer, an analysis of this layer was conducted by using a home-

made code which encompasses the Tsu-Esaki equation embedded in the transfer matrix

method. As a result of this implementation, the current density through a set of SiO2

layers (4 to 8 nm) and in particular through a 7 nm SiO2 layer was successfully obtained

and implemented as voltage dependent functions. In this Chapter we carry out the cir-

cuital analysis of the SGSNM cell in which the behavioural models above mentioned are

implemented as libraries within the circuit simulator described by a general algorithm.

As a result of the implementation and simulation of the memory cell, the curves for each

one of the nodes such as the control gate, memory node and readout element are ob-

tained. By analysing the memory node, the non-volatility of the SGSNM is successfully

demonstrated. Further analyses are performed in which the programming and erasing

speeds, power consumption and influence of the short range forces are analysed.

47
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The implementation of the behavioural models within the analog hardware description

language requires the specification of the ranges on which those models have influence

and in which those elements are negligible. The electromechanical behaviour of the

suspended control gate is analysed through the C - V hysteresis cycle that represents

the three regions in which the pull-in, stiction and pull-out processes take place. Those

regions are driven and limited by the control voltage. Similarly, the tunnelling process

is defined by the voltage at which the tunnelling mechanism takes place. Here, the

tunnelling process is modelled as a variable resistor that depends on the applied voltage

which is driven by the control gate. Each of those models is represented schematically

as a function of the control voltage as depicted in Fig. 5.1.

Figure 5.1: Schematic diagrams that represent the suspended control gate and the
tunnel oxide layer, a) shows the suspended gate pull-in, stiction and pull-out effects
represented for three capacitors and b) shows the tunnel oxide layer as a variable resistor
and a tunnel capacitor both in parallel

The implementation of the behavioural models co-integrated within a hybrid entity

requires a fine control over each one of the processes that take place at a particular

voltage. This is why we are proposing an algorithm that controls the behavioural models

as well as the boundaries for each of the processes. Initially, the set of libraries that

drives the flags at which the functions are going to take place is settled as Table 5.1

states. Once settled, the body of the algorithm is divided into five sequential processes

as follows:

1. Initial value

2. Selection of the process for programming or erasing

3. Localise if the process is going upwards or downwards

4. Encodes towards the correct pipeline

5. Send the value to the output

Figure 5.2 shows the flow diagram that encompasses these requirements.
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Figure 5.2: Flow Diagram representation for the C - V and J - V hysteresis cycle

Initial value At this stage, the algorithm clears whole variables and settles them

to a known value. The set of flags that intervene is initialised clearing the post- and

pre-processes in the pipeline. The first set of data is allowed, read and encoded towards

the next stage.

Discriminate process Here the set of data is compared and the flags are modified as

functions of the value (positive or negative). If the initial value is negative, it indicates

that the process is referring to programming and as a consequence, a set of flags is

activated to allow the programming operation. In contrast, if the initial value is positive,

the action that is going to take place is the erasing process. Once the data are analysed

and discriminated, they are moved on to the next level.

Identification segment According to the set of flags stated by the inner data and

in the previous stage, if the inner value analysed is found to be out of the boundaries

pre-settled on the master library, then the information is neglected and the flag that

indicates that useless information has been fed is activated, which clears all flags and

resets the process to allow a new set of data. Alternatively, if the value is within the pre-

settled limits, then the value is mapped and directed to the next place in the algorithm

ladder.
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Encoding towards the correct pipeline Here, the numerical value is analysed and

sent towards the mathematical function. This function is going to be used within the

specific segment of the algorithm in which this value is mapped and selected. Once the

value has been analysed, it is sent towards the last step. However, if the value analysed

is the maximum value, then it has the maximum priority and overrides whole flags, with

the exception of the minimum voltage or pull-out.

Output value After being analysed, the value is directed to the output section in

which it is conditioned to interact within the commercial software. Also, at this point,

the flags activated on the identification segment are cleared and the variables used within

this analysis are set to a known value. The flags are mirrored to the library settled and

in the case of a misplaced value, these are re-initiated.

Table 5.1: Parameters used to control the SGSNM sequences, as function of the inner
voltage

Process Set Values Flag. Erase Flag Max. V Flag P-out
(V)

Pull-in ∓ 6.7 ×
√

×
Pull-out ∓ 4

√
×

√

Stiction ∓ 9 - 4
√

×
√

Once the values are analysed, the results are stored in an output register as a stack in

which the values are used as an internal sequence counter and as a buffer that feeds the

next part of the circuit within the commercial software. The model that encompasses the

algorithm within the commercial circuit simulator is displayed as a schematic diagram

(Fig. 5.3).

5.1 Electric Circuit Analysis of the SGSNM cell

The electric circuit analysis of the Suspended Gate Silicon Nanodot Memory includes

the co-integration of the behavioural models with the readout element which will display

the state of the memory node at reading operations, considering the fact that modern

circuit simulators have a broad range of libraries that include different technologies

and models for MOS transistors. The transistor model that is considered as a readout

element within the electric circuit analysis for the SGSNM is based on the BSIM3v3

model. The BSIM3 model is a PSpice model for CMOS technology which is physics-

based, accurate, scalable, robust and predictive [55, 56]. Once the above elements have

been implemented as depicted in the schematic diagram shown in Fig. 5.4, the SGSNM

cell is analysed.
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Figure 5.3: Schematic diagram that represents the algorithm implemented as an
analog model by using Verilog-AMS, in which TBP is the tunnel barrier potential and
MN describes the memory node

Figure 5.4: Schematic diagram for the suspended gate silicon nanodots memory

In the above diagram, the memory node is a virtual point where the electrons will

be either stored or removed according to the control voltage. The control signal is

defined as a bi-stable voltage source in which each section is fully controlled by a voltage

signal as a function of time. This signal drives the slope that it uses to raise and

lower/fall (slew-rate) the control signal. It also considers the high/low voltage levels

and the repetition cycle of the entire process [56, 57]. The drain signal is generated
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through a pulse voltage source built-in within the circuit simulator. The functions

that process the programming and erasing operations are isolated from the reading

process. This is why, when the programming or erasing operations take place, the

readout element is deactivated. In contrast, when the memory node is read, the control

voltage is deactivated and the readout element is biased which “reads” the memory node.

Figure 5.5 shows the configuration of the SGSNM cell for programming and erasing as

well as for reading operations.

Figure 5.5: SGSNM schematic models for a) programming, erasing and b) reading
processes

The times and voltages required to control the Suspended Gate Silicon Nanodot Memory

cell, listed in Table 5.2, are implemented within the voltage sources in the commercial

circuit simulator. The control voltage source uses a piece-wise linear source. The asso-

ciated control voltage and the time that it takes to program, read or erase the memory

cell, are co-dependently integrated within the source. In the same manner, the voltage

source used to control the readout element is only active when the control source is not

biased (0 V), otherwise the source is switched-off. In the pulse source the maximum

voltage, dead-times (0 V) as well as rise, high and fall times are also specified.

Table 5.2: Control parameters used to define the voltage sources in the circuital
analysis

Process Time rise Time fall Time high Period
(sec) (sec) (sec) (sec)

Drain Voltage 1× 10−12 1× 10−12 1× 10−9 10.2× 10−9

Control Voltage 0.1× 10−9 0.1× 10−9 5× 10−9 -

By using the set of parameters depicted in Table 5.2, these are implemented within the
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commercial circuit simulator to test the control as well as the drain voltage sources. The

signals obtained for each one of those voltage sources are displayed in Fig. 5.6.

Figure 5.6: Programming, reading and erasing voltage signals for the bi-stable piece-
wise linear control source and the pulse signal used in the readout element activation

A key parameter to consider within the circuit simulation is the power consumption by

the readout element device. Within the commercial circuit simulator that is used for this

analysis (SmartSpice) within the BSIM3V3 family, there is a model that corresponds to

the level-81 family which fulfils the high-speed and low-power consumption requirements

[64, 72, 73]. Once the readout element has been carefully chosen, the memory cell is

implemented within the circuit simulator as a netlist in which it calls the behavioural

models as libraries within the circuit simulator. As a result of this analog circuit sim-

ulation of the SGSNM memory cell, the signals for each node depicted in Fig. 5.4 are

successfully obtained.

The electric circuit simulation depicted in Fig. 5.7 displays the signals for each node of

the Suspended Gate Silicon Nanodot Memory cell. The chart is divided into four oper-

ations: programming (P), reading the memory state (RProg), erasing (E) and reading

the memory (RErase) state. The programming sequence starts by applying a negative

bias voltage on the suspended gate electrode as displayed in Fig. 5.7a. As previously

described, the readout voltage (Vdrain) is settled to 0 V (5.7b). Meanwhile in the mem-

ory node it shows how the floating gate is being charged by the injection of electrons

that are tunnelling through the tunnel oxide layer into the memory node until the pulse

finishes as shown in Fig. 5.7c. It is required to pointed out that the noise present in

the memory node when the programming and erasing cycles of the control voltage are

activated has a strong relationship with the defects created within the tunnel oxide layer

[74, 75]. Given that the readout element has not been activated, there is no reason to

look at the device. For the reading process, the control voltage is settled at 0 V and the

readout element is activated. To activate the readout element, the drain source displays

a rather short voltage pulse as depicted in Fig. 5.7b. Once the programming operation
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Figure 5.7: Set of signals obtained for each one of the SGSNM cell nodes a) suspended
control gate, b) readout pulse signal, c) memory node signals in which the non-volatility
of the SGSNM is displayed and d) once the readout element is activated, it displays
a current pulse when the memory node is positively charged and no signal when the
memory node is negatively charged

has finished, the memory node shows a negative DC plateau, which indicates that the

memory node has been negatively charged. When the readout element is activated and

it reads the memory node, it does not display any current pulse, which indicates that

the memory node is negatively charged and, as a consequence, the SGSNM has been

programmed as depicted in Fig. 5.7d. On the other hand, to erase the memory cell a

positive bias voltage is applied on the suspended gate electrode (Fig. 5.7a). When the

memory node is scrutinised, it shows how the electrons are tunnelling from the floating

gate into the control gate leaving the memory node positively charged. After the erasing

operation has finished and the reading process starts, the memory node displays a posi-

tive DC plateau. The readout signal displays a rather short current pulse. This current

pulse indicates that there are no electrons stored within the floating gate, which means

that the memory node has been erased (Fig. 5.7d). Considering these operations as a
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sequence, the programming, erasing and reading operations continue indefinitely.

The co-integration of the behavioural models with CMOS technology in a hybrid circuit

simulation proves successful the non-volatility characteristic of the SGSNM cell as well

as its fast charging/discharging time (≈ 1.7 nsec). Figures 5.7a & b show the signals

that control the circuital analysis such as control (VSG) and drain (Vd) voltage signals

and, as a result, the signals obtained depicted in Fig. 5.7c & d such as memory node

voltage (VNode) and readout pulse current (Idrain). The charging/discharging times in

combination with the suspended gate transient analysis (≈ 0.8 nsec) described elsewhere

show that the time that the SGSNM cell takes to be either programmed or erased is

2.5 nsec. The programming and erasing times that the SGSNM takes is, comparatively,

at least 3-magnitude order smaller than nowadays flash memory. Considering those

characteristics, the SGSNM cell shows the qualities and characteristics that are required

for it to be the non-volatile RAM memory.

5.2 Charging Time Analysis

As shown in Chapter 3, the operation voltage of the memory device as well as its di-

mensions can be improved by applying a proper scaling-down factor. Nevertheless, not

only can the dimensions of the memory device be improved, but also the charging/dis-

charging time. To improve these characteristics, a few parameters within the original

suspended gate structure such as area, thickness and the suspended gate - air-gap ratio

are kept fixed whilst the tunnel oxide layer is varied. Taking into account that the cur-

rent density increases as the tunnel oxide decreases, a set of thicknesses that represents

the tunnel oxide layer is analysed within the circuit simulation. The analysis considers

the thickness to be of 4 to 10 nm. The programming and erasing times obtained from

this analysis as function of the tunnel oxide layer for the charging/discharging times are

depicted in Fig. 5.8.

Figure 5.8: Charging/discharging time as function of the tunnel oxide layer thickness
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This analysis shows that by maintaining a few fixed parameters, the charging/discharg-

ing time in the memory node is improved by a few tens of nanoseconds whilst the

tunnel oxide layer becomes thinner (4 nm). Based on the programming and erasing

time improvement and by properly scaling-down the suspended control gate structure,

it is viable to reach even higher programming and erasing times. Figure 5.9 shows the

programming and erasing times by combining the mechanical switching time and the

charging time as function of the tunnel oxide thickness.

Figure 5.9: Programming and erasing time obtained as a combination of the mechan-
ical switching time and the charging/discharging time as function of the tunnel oxide
thickness

5.3 Energy analysis

The energy required to move the suspended control gate is a combination of several

kinds of energies such as elastic energy Em, kinetic energy Ek, damping loss energy Ed,

electrostatic energy Ee and charging loss energy ER [76]. These are defined as

Em =

∫

V

1

2
ǫσdV (5.1)

Ek =

∫

V

1

2
ρv2dV (5.2)

Ee =

∫

V

1

2
EDdV (5.3)

Ed =

∫

V

∫ t

0
FdvdtdV (5.4)
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ER =

∫ t

0
dEe(t)dt (5.5)

where ǫ and σ are defined as the stress and strain in the beam, ρ is the mass density, v is

defined as the velocity, E & D are the electric and the displacement fields and Fd is the

mechanical damping force. By implementing these energy equations within a 3D FEM

analysis, it was found that the energy required to pull-in the suspended control gate is

governed by just three energies, the electrostatic, mechanical and kinetic energies due to

the others being rather small, which is why these do not contribute to the final energy

consumption value. According to the transient analysis performed earlier, the suspended

control gate shows that it pulls-in at 0.8 nsec, hence the associated switching energy at

pull-in time: ≈ 8.21 fJ. The total energy required to move the suspended control gate

is lower than the energy required for the self-buckled memory due to the SGSNM using

a softer beam (aluminium) rather than a stiffer one (poly-Si) as for the other memory

device [76]. The electrostatic, mechanic and kinetic energy curves are displayed in Fig.

5.10.

Figure 5.10: Energy consumption analysis in which the mechanical, electrostatic and
kinetic as the principal energies

5.4 Short-Range Forces Analysis

The short range forces such as Casimir and van der Waals interact strongly at short

distances, in particular when both layers e.g. suspended gate and tunnel oxide layer

are in contact. The equation (3.7) shows the implementation of short-range forces as

part of the pull-out analysis in which the Hamaker constant is introduced as part of

the van der Waals force. The Hamaker constant defines the interaction between two

or more molecules within a media [65]. In order to calculate the Hamaker constant for
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the interaction between the suspended control gate/air-gap/tunnel oxide layer, a few

parameters need to be analysed to obtain an accurate value. If the structure under

analysis (three layer structure) is considered at an atomic level (see Fig. 5.11), the

interaction between atoms creates multiple reflections as well as additivity, i.e. the

influence of A induces a dipole in atom B parallel to the field of atom A polarises also

another atom C. The induced dipole in atom C has an influence on B, as a consequence

the field of A has a direct influence on B and as an effect of the reflection C is affected.

To surpass the additivity issue, a continuous theory such as Lifshitz theory based on

pairwise integration that neglects the atomic structure is used [37, 49]

Figure 5.11: Schematic representation used to calculate the Hamaker constant by
using the Lifshitz model
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where νe is defined as the absorption frequency, n and ǫ are the refractive index and

the permittivity for Aluminium, Air and SiO2, respectively used in this analysis, k is

the Boltzmann constant and T is the temperature in K. Table 5.3 shows the refractive

index and permittivities of the materials under test.

Table 5.3: Set of parameters implemented within the Lifshitz model to obtain the
Hamaker constant

Material Refractive Permittivity
Index

Aluminium 1.43031 -56.149
Air 1.000273 1.0
SiO2 1.54427 3.9

According to the Lifshitz model, the value obtained for the set of Aluminium/air/SiO2

is 1.343× 10−19 J. Compared with the electrostatic force van der Waals and Casimir

forces are predominant at short-range. The definition of the van der Waals forces for

two flat bodies is defined as [37, 48, 65, 77, 78, 79]
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FvdW =
Ah

6πD3
(5.7)

where Ah is defined as the Hamaker constant and D is the separation between layers.

The Casimir force is defined as

FCasimir =
~cπ2

240D4
(5.8)

where ~ is the reduced Planck constant, c is the speed of light in vacuum and D is the

initial air gap separation.

In order to study how the short-range forces affect the full behaviour of the suspended

control gate whilst in contact, the short-range forces are implemented within Coventor-

Ware as part of the internal forces that take place on the 3D mechanical and electro-

mechanical analysis. Once implemented, the pull-out effect is analysed both with and

without the short-range forces. Figure 5.12 shows the result obtained from this analysis.

Figure 5.12: D - V characteristic curves for the pull-out analysis in which the short
range forces are neglected in one analysis and included for the other

The pull-out analysis was analysed based on exactly the same dimensions as for the initial

analysis of the doubly-clamped beam described in Chapter 3. As a result of the 3D FEM

analyses, a small variation of ≈ 300 mV was found between both analyses. This variation

becomes negligible at larger figures due to its characteristics. In contrast, at short

dimensions the pull-out may never occur due to the fact that the interaction between

the short-range forces and the mechanical restore force of the beam are comparatively

similar to these set of forces, which is why they cannot overcome one another. In the

case of the SGSNM cell, this scalability issue might arise when the air gap reaches ≈
1 nm. Nevertheless, by properly scaling-down the other set of layers and by improving

the suspended gate as well as the tunnel oxide layer materials, it is possible to overcome

the short-range forces at this scale.
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5.5 Comparison with other emerging non-volatile memo-

ries

The concept of non-volatile RAM memory has been discussed and put in front of the

reflectors for some time. Different concepts have been explored in the last two decades.

Major efforts have been focused on three main ideas: Ferromagnetic RAM (FeRAM),

Magnetic RAM (MRAM) and Phase Change RAM (PCRAM) [13, 80, 29, 34]. In the

last few years, two new concepts have been added to the list: Self-Buckled memory and

the Suspended Gate Silicon Nanodot Memory. Each of these devices has its own charac-

teristics and drawbacks, for instance FeRAM, which has the lowest power consumption

but is the most difficult to scale. MRAM so far is the fastest, but it requires more current

to program than the others, PCRAM shows the smallest and most scalable cell but it

presents a big drawback when it comes to endurance. On the other hand, both the Self-

Buckled and SGSNM memory devices present a relatively small feature compared with

FeRAM and PCRAM. Self-Buckled memory requires low voltage to reach high switching

speed between the On/Off states, besides it does not present oxide layer degradation but

requires stiction control. In contrast, the SGSNM cell achieves very high programming

and erasing speed operations at relatively low voltage and more importantly, enables us

to avoid an unfavourable trade off between the On/Off current ratio and the program-

ming and erasing voltages, which is not possible for the Self-Buckled NEM memory. The

figures of merit of the emerging non-volatile memories are gathered in Table 5.13. Here

are displayed the characteristics for each one of those emerging technologies.

Figure 5.13: Comparison between the emerging non-volatile memory devices with the
SGSNM device (Courtesy of Prof. Mizuta)



Chapter 6

Fabrication and Characterisation

of Suspended Gate Structures

The non-volatility as well as the fast programming and erasing operations of the Sus-

pended Gate Silicon Nanodot Memory cell have been successfully demonstrated by

means of numerical analyses in a hybrid-circuit simulation. Once those characteris-

tics have been demonstrated, the next step that arises in the sequence is the fabrication

of the memory device. Therefore, in this Chapter the blueprints to fabricate the SGSNM

cell are introduced. The fabrication process of the memory device is divided into three

main sections:

• Readout element (MOSFET)

• Floating Gate (SiNDs) Layer Deposition

• Suspended Control Gate

The fabrication process starts with the readout element (MOSFET) implementation as

an entity, to later on continue with the fabrication of the floating gate layer by depositing

silicon nanodots on the substrate (thick oxide layer). On top of this layer, the sacrificial

layer is deposited (poly-Si) and on top of it, a thin aluminium layer as control gate is

deposited by using e-beam deposition. The control gate is suspended by using wet and

dry etching process.

61
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6.1 Readout Element

The fabrication process of the readout element was performed in collaboration with the

Hitachi Central Research Laboratory (CRL). Our counterparts provided us with several

samples that contain two kinds of elements: transistor foundations and dummy samples

to work with them. The dummy samples contain a high quality silicon dioxide layer

and a poly-Si layer stacked over the silicon substrate. The poly-Si layer is used as a

mechanical support as well as a sacrificial layer. On the other hand, the foundation

samples, besides the stacked layers, include the highly-doped regions (source and drain)

as well as the electrodes patterned on the substrate for the source, drain, control gate

and back-contact terminals. The high quality SiO2 layer and a rather thick sacrificial

layer were deposited as depicted in Fig. 6.1.

Figure 6.1: Cross-section of the transistor foundations provided by our counterparts
at Hitachi CRL, which shows schematically the set of layers on the transistor

The dielectric layer on top of the foundations is a high quality oxide that is thermally

grown by using a system that is composed of a furnace and a torch. The torch fed with

O2 and H2 the furnace that creates water vapour that flows on it and reacts with the

substrate made of silicon to create SiO2 and volatile hydrogen. The chemical reaction

that represents the above elements is described in Eq. (6.1).

Si + 2H2O⇒ SiO2 +H2 ↑ (6.1)

A thick poly-Si layer is deposited on top of the oxide layer by using the low pressure

chemical vapour deposition (LPCDV) process [81]. Finally, on top of the sacrificial layer

an aluminium layer is deposited by using electron beam deposition at high vacuum. This

layer is responsible for performing the movement, as function of the applied voltage, of

the pull-in and pull-out for the programming and erasing processes of the SGSNM. A set

of schematic diagrams that represents the full fabrication process to suspend the control

gate is displayed in Fig. 6.2.
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Figure 6.2: Schematic set of diagrams that describe the fabrication process of the
suspended control gate over the dummy samples. a) e-beam deposition of the aluminium
layer, b) photolithography process by using a double-clamped features mask, c) etching
process for the aluminium layer and finally, d) isotropic dry etching process that suspend
the double-clamped structure

6.2 Floating Gate (SiNDs) Layer Deposition

The fabrication of the floating gate on the Suspended Gate Silicon Nanodot Memory

cell is performed by depositing a silicon nanodots monolayer over the thick SiO2 surface.

In the deposition process (due to be done), it is required to have high control over the

diameter and density of the silicon nanodot monolayer. The technique used to deposit

the silicon nanodot over the substrate (SiO2) layer was developed by the Tokyo Institute

of Technology. This technique uses a very high frequency (VHF) plasma decomposition

of SiH4 within an ultra high vacuum (UHV) chamber [2]. A schematic diagram of the

equipment that is used to deposit the silicon nanodots is shown in Fig. 6.3.

The set of conditions implemented within the equipment, in order to obtain the silicon

nanodots, takes into account two key parameters: the silicon nanodots grow larger in

SiH4 plasma and the nucleation of the silicon nanodots in the presence of H2 is enhanced

[2]. This analysis shows that the presence of hydrogen during this process increases

nucleation rather than silicon nanodot growth [2]. Hence, the idea is to separate the

growth and nucleation by controlling the H2 fed into the chamber. When H2 is fed into

the chamber, nucleation of the silicon nanodot takes place and when off the nanodot

grows in presence of pure SiH4 plasma. As a result of the mix of gases shown elsewhere,

the final product of this pulsed H2 analysis is the fabrication of silicon nanodots with a

diameter of 8 ± 1 nm. A histogram of the SiH4 plasma with pulsed H2 combination is

depicted in Fig. 6.4.

Once the silicon nanodots have been deposited over the sample surface by using the
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Figure 6.3: Schematic diagram of the apparatus used to deposit silicon nanodots by
using SiH4 plasma with pulsed H2

Figure 6.4: Distribution of the silicon nanodots size fabricated by pulsed-H2 supply
into SiH4 plasma [2]

apparatus above mentioned, the technique known as Langmuir-Blodgett is used to as-

semble the silicon nanodots on the surface. This technique shows that it is possible to

obtain a high density concentration of about 7.33 × 1011 dots/cm2 when in presence

of hexamethyldisilazane (HMDS) and chloroform as a suspension which is seven times

larger than other methods such as deposited-film and twice compared to the film formed

by the drop and evaporation method described elsewhere [2, 3, 26, 82]. A set of SEM

images that shows the dot assembly process by using the Langmuir-Blodgett technique

is depicted in Fig. 6.5.

The size of the silicon nanodots expected to be deposited on top of the substrate (SiO2

layer) is ≈ 12 ± 1 nm. After the deposition, the samples are oxidised to form a SiO2

shell to involve the silicon nanodot. The oxidising process will create an oxide layer of 4
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Figure 6.5: Set of SEM images that shows a silicon nanodot monolayer a) coated by
HMDS with a density of 7.33 × 1011 dots/cm2 and b) a zoom of the top view of the
film in which a lattice-like structure is observed [3]

nm thick (2 nm thick for each one) that will isolate the silicon nanodots avoiding direct

tunnelling and charge migration between them. On top of the floating gate layer will

appear a rough surface created by the oxidising process. In order to smooth the rough

SiO2 surface a chemical-mechanical polishing method is used [83, 84]. By using this

method, the surface of the floating gate layer is planarised and by using atomic layer

deposition (ALD) the tunnel oxide layer is refined. It is possible to have large control

on the deposition rate of the SiO2 by using ALD due to the fact that the tunnel oxide

layer is just a few nanometres thick (7 nm) [85]. A schematic diagram that displays

the silicon nanodot thicknesses after oxidisation, the planing process of the floating gate

layer after oxidising and the tunnel oxide layer deposition by using the ALD is depicted

in Fig. 6.6.

As a consequence of the techniques mentioned above, it is possible to obtain a densely

packaged silicon nanodots monolayer, in which the silicon nanodots are isolated between

them by a SiO2 shell that avoids lateral migration. The floating gate is also isolated by
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Figure 6.6: Set of schematic diagrams that a) display the thicknesses within the silicon
nanodot, b) roughness of the surface after oxidising the silicon nanodot layer, c) after
polishing the rough surface produced by the silicon nanodots oxidising process and d)
atomic layer deposition process to deposit SiO2 as tunnel oxide layer

a rather thick thermally grown oxide layer from the readout element which avoids the

creation of leakage paths towards the substrate and towards the control gate by a thin

tunnel oxide layer. Those oxide layers keep the charge stored within the silicon nanodots

confined and the surface as smooth as possible for the tunnelling processes.

6.3 Suspended Control Gate Fabrication Process

The fabrication process of the suspended control gate requires the deposition of a sac-

rificial layer over which the control gate layer will be deposited. The sacrificial layer

has a direct influence on the final behaviour of the suspended control gate due to the

mechanical support provided initially for the control gate deposition and later on as it

is suspended, and the remnant of the layer is used as the pillars over which the beam

structure will be supported to perform the programming and erasing operations. The

materials used as sacrificial layers within the fabrication processes are directly related

with the capabilities of the facilities to get rid of them by using etching processes, e.g.

dry etching (gases and equipment) or wet etching (acid and base benches). The mate-
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rials commonly used as sacrificial layers are: poly-Si, germanium, amorphous-Si (α-Si),

phosphosilicate glass (PSG), SiO2, and polyimide, among others [39, 40, 55, 86]. For

the SGSNM cell, poly-Si is used as sacrificial layer. This material is chosen due to the

mechanical properties that it provides when the control gate layer is deposited as pillars

once the sacrificial layer has been removed and because within our clean room at the

University of Southampton we have the capabilities and facilities to etch this layer.

Once the sacrificial layer has been deposited over the sample as depicted in Fig. 6.1,

the sample is measured by using two different methods such as ellipsometry and surface

profiler. The information provided by these tools is analysed and used as a log for the

sake of the device reproducibility and in the case that errors might occur during the

fabrication process might occur. After being measured, it is possible that the sample is

contaminated with organic or inorganic materials present on the measuring instruments.

Hence, in order to avoid the cross-contamination, the sample is cleaned of both organic

and inorganic materials. The cleaning process implemented is simple. The sample is

soaked in a beaker with acetone. The beaker is put in an ultra-high frequency bath for

10 minutes, after which the sample is rinsed with isopropanol to remove the acetone and

finally, it is dried with a N2 gun. If the surface is quite contaminated and the substrate

is Si-based, the heterodox option could be used which is to put the sample on fumic

nitric acid (FNA) for 10 to 30 sec, rinse it with de-ionised (DI) water and dry it by

using a N2 gun. This process will clean the surface by removing any impurities on the

Si-based substrate either organic or inorganic.

Aluminium Deposition

After performing the optical measurements and the associated cleaning process, the

sample is glued into the evaporator chamber in order to deposit the aluminium layer. The

evaporator system is an e-beam evaporator BAK600 from Leybold which has the capacity

to handle 10 different materials 8 for electron beam coating through two crucibles (4

each) and 2 by using thermal coatings. The recipe for aluminium deposition (500 nm)

states the use of several parameters to obtain a rather smooth surface. This recipe uses

two pots as aluminium sources, low power (32 %), high voltage (8 kV), power (1.52

kW) and high vacuum (<1×10−5 mbars). These parameters gives a low rate deposition

typically 2.1 to 2.7 Å/sec. By having this deposition rate, the final product shows a flat

surface at the thickness required. Figure 6.7 show a set of images that depicts the sample

coated with a thin aluminium layer. Once finished, the sample is measured by using

ellipsometry and the stepper. The ellipsometer shows a thickness of ≈ 500 nm with a

roughness of ± 2 nm. The conformal deposition shows the aluminium thickness on the

walls created from previous structures such as MOSFET channel or pads. After those

measurements are performed, the control gate layer is ready for the photolithography

process.
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Figure 6.7: Set of optical images obtained after the sample, with MOSFET features,
have been coated with aluminium. The images obtained are displayed with a zoom of
a) 100×, b) 500×, c) 1000× and d) 10000×

Spin Coating Process

The imprint process starts by cleaning the sample surface as described elsewhere (not

with FNA). The photoresist used to coat the samples is positive from the company

Shipley series S1800. The photoresist used to pattern transfer the beams is S1813. To

uniformly distribute the S1813 resist over the sample surface a Cee200 spin coater is

used. According to the data-sheet provided by the photoresist company, it is possible to

obtain a specific thickness in function of the acceleration and time that the photoresist

is spined. In our case, we need the photoresist layer to have a thickness of 1 µm, and the

recipe implemented on the Cee200 is optimised specifically for the S1813 photoresist.

Table 6.1 shows the set of steps programmed within the spin coating machine, in order

to obtain the 1 µm thickness.

Table 6.1: Spin parameters optimised to obtain 1 µm thick coating layer for a S1813
positive photoresist (Shipley)

Step Speed Acceleration Time
(rpm) (rpm/s) (sec)

1 5000 2500 2
2 5000 0 30
3 100 1000 2
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After spin the photoresist on the sample, it is soft-baked on a hot plate for 60 sec at

115◦C. The soft-baked process helps to improve the adhesion of the photoresist to the

wafer or sample, as the case for the SGSNM, and also it hardens the resist layer. Right

after those processes conclude, the sample is handled on other equipment to proceed

with the pattern transfer.

Transfer of patterns

The system that is used to transfer the patterns from the photomask into the sample

is a high-precision mask aligner AVG 620TB series. The pattern transfer process in

this system follows a series of steps. As the first step, the mask is handled into the

aligner and a set of parameters related to the mask and to the sample alignment process

is introduced into the system. Those parameters includes thickness of the substrate,

thickness of photoresist, area under exposition, separation distance between the surface

of the sample (photoresist) and from the mask, exposure time, wavelength and contact

pressure on the mask-sample interface. Once those parameters have been introduced

to the system, the sample is positioned under the mask. At this point is when the

manual aligning process starts by overlapping the aligning marks by using the x and y

knobs and by tilting the sample between them through the θ knob. Once the aligning

marks between both sample and photomask are overlapped, it is exposed by using UV

light at 335 nm with an exposition time of 1.5 sec. As a result of the recipe developed

for the small samples (2 × 2 cm) of the SGSNM, the maximum misalignment that

the sample has is ≈ 500 nm over a 2 × 2 cm2 sample. double-clamped beam features

from 700 nm to 5 µm in width to several lengths are successfully obtained with a fully

repeatable processes. Right after the exposition process finishes, the sample is soaked

in developer. The solution used to develop the sample is the MF-319 developer. This

chemical dissolves the photoresist not covered by the double-clamped features during

the exposition step due to chain scission occurs after exposure. The sample is soaked

in MF-319 for 45 to 47 sec, after that it is rinsed in DI water for a similar period of

time and dried by using the N2 gun. Figure 6.8 shows a set of images that contain the

double-clamped features.

Wet and Dry Etching Processes

Once the aluminium layer has been patterned with double-clamped beam features, it is

etched-out by using wet etching process. The aluminium etcher based on NPE 80/5/5/10

that has the following composition: H3PO4 : HNO3 : CH3COOH : H2O [87]. It has a

rate of ≈ 100 nm/min when heated at 30◦C. Once the conditions are met, the sample

is soaked in the solution by using a small sample basket. By following the etch-rate

condition, the aluminium layer thickness (500 nm) is etched. It is possible to see how

the aluminium layer is dissolved by the aluminium etcher by watching the opaque surface



70 Chapter 6 Fabrication and Characterisation of Suspended Gate Structures

Figure 6.8: Set of optical images obtained after the photolithography process is per-
formed. In here the aluminium beam features looks rather sharp and well defined as
shown at different zooms such as a) 5×, b) 10×, c) 20× and d) 100×

of the poly-Si layer rather than the aluminium when time is ≈ 80% of total. According

to the etching rate, after five minutes the process finishes and the sample is rinsed in DI

water for ten minutes to remove any contaminants that might remain from the previous

process. Once rinsed, the sample is dried by using the N2 gun. To corroborate the

etching process, the sample is analysed through the optical microscope and by using the

scanning electron microscope (SEM). The images obtained by the optical microscope

show that the aluminium layer uncovered by the photoresist has been removed from the

top of the sample but the double-clamped beam features as they are displayed in the

sequence of images depicted in Fig. 6.9.

A deep analysis of the aluminium beam features is performed by using SEM images. In

these images (Fig. 6.10) the side walls, and the surface as well as the integrity of the

beam are analysed. By spotting the aluminium structures on the sample surface, this

shows that the walls of the beams were sharply etched without showing any damage

on either the beam surface or the substrate. The set of images also show the lack of

aluminium islands remanent on the beam surface or substrate. The implemented recipe

shows an almost infinite selectivity between the aluminium and poly-Si layers.
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Figure 6.9: Set of optical images in which the double-clamped features are analysed
after the aluminium wet-etching process took place. These images shows the aluminium
beams sharpness at different zooms such as a) 5×, b) 10×, c) 20× and d) 100×

Once the aluminium double-clamped features are obtained, the next step within the fab-

rication process is to remove the sacrificial layer (poly-Si). The sacrificial layer is etched

out by using a dry etching process that is divided into two steps such as anisotropic and

isotropic etching processes [88]. This process is performed by using a RIE 80+ plasma

equipment. The recipes used to perform the etching processes are tailored to react only

with the sacrificial layer without damaging the substrate (silicons) or the tunnel oxide

layer (SiO2) due to both being Si-based. The gases that are used to realise each one of

the steps above mentioned are sulphur hexafluoride (SF6) and oxygen (O2). The first

step in the etching process uses the aluminium beam as a mask to remove anisotropically

the poly-Si layer. Table 6.2 shows the rates and conditions used to obtain the anisotropic

dry-etching processes without reacting with the oxide layer on the substrate.

Table 6.2: Mix of gases and conditions used within the RIE 80+ plasma system to
remove anisotropically the sacrificial layer (poly-Si)

Step Gases Flow rate Time Pressure RF DC
mix (sccm) (sec) (mTorr) (Watts) (V)

1 SF6 & O2 96 : 12 30 0 0 0
2 SF6 & O2 96 : 12 350 200 100 0
3 Ar 30 30 0 0 0

By implementing the set of parameters listed in Table 6.2 into the RIE 80+ equipment,

the dry-etching process was performed obtaining as a result the removal anisotropically

of the sacrificial layer as depicted in Fig. 6.11.

After removing anisotropically the poly-Si layer, a new recipe is implemented on the

RIE 80+ equipment in order to remove the sacrificial layer isotropically. In Table 6.3 is
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Figure 6.10: Set of SEM images tilted 54◦ shows the double-clamped beam structures
after the aluminium wet etching process took place as shown in image a), image b) shows
that by zooming on the two beams inner area, the side walls and the beam surface are
not over-etched, in image c), the beam surface looks uniform and smooth and in image
d) it shows that the sidewalls are sharp and the substrate do not show apparent damage

listed the set of parameters used to obtain the isotropic etching process of the poly-Si

layer. As a result of the implementation of this recipe, a set of SEM images depicted in

Fig. 6.12 shows the results obtained.

Table 6.3: Mix of gases and conditions implemented to isotropically remove the sac-
rificial layer by using

Step Gases Flow rate Time Pressure RF DC
mix (sccm) (sec) (mTorr) (Watts) (V)

1 SF6 & O2 12 : 1.2 30 0 0 0
2 SF6 & O2 12 : 1.2 180 400 100 0
3 Ar 30 60 0 0 0

After the second round of the dry-etching process is performed, on the beam sidewalls

as well as at the top of it, some damage is visible due to the double-plasma exposition.

As a result of the double-exposition of plasma, the undercut is obtained affecting the

beam integrity and the substrate. To solve this issue, a new recipe that can isotropically

get rid of the sacrificial layer in a single plasma session is envisaged. The characteristic

that are required for a single isotropic plasma exposition are: high selectivity, low power
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Figure 6.11: Set of SEM images obtained after the anisotropic dry etching process
was performed, a) shows the set of images as an entire beam array, b) by zooming on
the beams, it is possible to see the bi-layer beam in which the aluminium and the poly-
Si layer are visible, c) and d) show a zoom over the central beam area, which shows a
sidewall not as smooth as in previous image

and a chemical reaction rather than a physical one as for anisotropic processes such as

the previous one. In order to obtain the single plasma exposition, several fluorine based

compounds such as SF6, tetrafluomethane (CF4), trifluoromethane (CHF3) and Xenon

difluoride (XeF2) are capable of isotropically etching the poly-Si layer. Nevertheless,

the best candidate is SF6. Under plasma conditions, SF6 is degraded to SF4 that is

a stable molecule in which the extra F2 radicals react with the Si-based layer in the

presence of O2. The excess of this mix is swept out from the camber by Ar. Considering

those factors and by modifying the conditions within the RIE 80+, the chemical reaction

that is required to isotropically etch-out the sacrificial layer is tested. Table 6.4 list the

parameters used to obtain the one-step plasma isotropic process.

The recipe that contain the set of parameters used to isotropically remove the sacrificial

layer was tailored to produce a chemical interaction between the sacrificial layer and

the set of gases. The three step recipe process states an homogeneous atmosphere (SF6

& O2) prior to the plasma process, the chemical process and finally, the purge of the

chamber by the inert gas. The flow of gases that are pumped into the chamber of the

RIE 80+ are rather low, this flow is needed due to the reaction that is required is not
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Figure 6.12: Set of SEM images that shows the double-clamped beams successfully
suspended when two dry-etching plasma processes are used. a) Shows the air-gap at
the corner of the set of beams and b) shows the under-cut at the centre of the double-
clamped beam structure

physical as in most fabrication processes but chemical. As part of this chemical process

is the DC bias, this 0 V DC bias expressed in Table 6.4 indicates that there is not

acceleration voltage within the chamber produced by the bottom electrode due to the

the mix of gases and pressure within the chamber. As a result of the single-step-plasma

process, the sacrificial layer (poly-Si) was remove isotropically without affecting severely

the substrate or other layers as depicted in the set of SEM images in Fig. 6.13.
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Table 6.4: Mix of gases and parameters used within the RIE 80+ plasma system to
remove isotropically the sacrificial layer by using a one-step plasma process

Step Gases Flow rate Time Pressure RF DC
mix (sccm) (sec) (mTorr) (Watts) (V)

1 SF6 & O2 12 : 1.2 30 0 0 0
2 SF6 & O2 12 : 1.2 420 400 100 0
3 Ar 30 60 0 0 0

Figure 6.13: Set of SEM images that represents the one-step-plasma process that
isotropically removes the sacrificial layer of the double-clamped beam features without
affecting the other layers. Image a) shows two double-clamped beam structures before
the cross-section process, b) SEM cross-section of the beams showing successfully the
undercut in both structures, c) and d) images display individually a zoom over each
beam

The chemical interaction produced by the interaction between the set of gases used to

isotropically remove the sacrificial layer, allows us to, by one-step-plasma, get rid of the

poly-Si layer without affecting the substrate (SiO2) nor the suspended control gate. As

a result of the dry etching process, the cross-section analysis through the set of SEM

images, shows that the sacrificial layer was successfully removed. The uniformity of the

air-gap displayed on the SEM images shows the effectiveness of the recipe as well as the

repeatability of the entire process. Continuing with the trend, the next step within the
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process is to test the movement of the suspended beam features through capacitance

variation by using a C - V meter.

As a result of the dry etching process, the cross-section analysis through the set of SEM

images, shows that the sacrificial layer was successfully removed. The uniformity of the

air-gap displayed on the SEM images shows the effectiveness of the recipe as well as the

repeatability of the entire process. Continuing with the trend, the next step within the

process is to test the movement of the suspended beam features through capacitance

variation by using a C - V meter.

6.4 Electro-Mechanical Beam Measurements

After the double-clamped beam structures have been successfully suspended, their mov-

able capabilities are investigated through the pull-in and the pull-out effects by per-

forming capacitance - voltage measurements on the beam structures. The capacitance -

voltage measurements are performed by using a C - V meter Agilent 4279A @ 1 MHz,

which is linked to a test probe system. The measurement starts by handling the sample

over the chuck in the test-probe. As soon as the sample is in place, the calibration

process of the equipment takes place (see AppendixA). Once the calibration process has

finished, the test probes are positioned on the substrate (chuck) and on the control gate

electrode, respectively, whilst in the C - V meter, a set of parameters such as initial and

final voltages, steps and the sensitivity required are introduced. It is necessary to point

out that the C - Vmeter has the capacity to operate at full cycle from ± 100 V. However,

at the moment it is restricted to operate at ± 38 V. There were performed several anal-

yses by using a single beam, double beams as well as several arrays of double-clamped

beam structures. There were performed several C - Vmeasurements, from which just

few of them were successful. From these analyses, we present as successful results a

single and an array of double-clamped beam structures. The first successful structure

is a single double-clamped structure that has 58.3 µm in length at 4.8 µm width, with

a beam thickness of ≈ 600 nm and an air gap of ≈ 320 nm. In here, it is necessary to

pointed out that the initial dimensions of the beam were modified mainly due to the

fabrication process which involved an increment in length and a reduction in width as

pointed out. Moreover, the variation in thickness of the suspended control gate was

produced by the single-step plasma process due to the generation of aluminium oxide on

top of the structure. Figure 6.14 shows the double-clamped beam structure under test.

Once the structure displayed in Fig. 6.14 was handled on the C - V meter, the conditions

to characterise the structure were stated. The initial step was to define the range 0

voltage in which the apparatus will sweep as well as the step and the integration rate.

The set-up include a span of voltage from 0 to 20 V with a step of 0.5 V and a low

integration rate. As a result of the electro-mechanical analysis a C - V curve was
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Figure 6.14: Double-clamped suspended beam structure under test in which the beam
electrode is visible over the substrate

obtained (Fig. 6.15). In here, the biased structure shows how the beam is bending when

6 V are reached. By increasing the applied voltage till 9 V, it is possible to see how

the beam is at the pull-in voltage. Further increment in the applied voltage makes the

beam to collapse on the substrate due to the electrostatic force that is acting on both

layers. The intermediate set of points are due to the un-homogeneous etching process of

the sacrificial layer. This variation in the etching process produces that some sections

of the beam bends at different time rather than in an uniform and smooth way as in the

numerical analysis.

By using a capacitance - voltage approximation function, the displacement - voltage

characteristic curve was obtained as shown in a small upper-left corner on Fig. 6.15.

This curve shows us how the beam bend downwards by action of the applied voltage. In

this curve, it is possible to see clearly that the pull-in point was reached at 9 V and the

intermediate points displayed on the C - V curve are due to the stiffness on the beam

when bending. This extra stiffness can be due to the top oxide layer generated after the

oxygen plasma process and due to the non-uniform etching process of the sacrificial layer.

Once the control gate has collapsed on the tunnel oxide layer and the applied voltage

still increasing on it, the contact area increases until the maximum voltage is reached,

as shown in the numerical simulation. When the applied voltage reached the maximum

voltage programmed, the sweeping process changes and the second part of the sequence

takes place from 20 V to 0 V. When the applied voltage was considerably lower than
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Figure 6.15: Pull-in effect obtained as a result of the electrical C - V measurements of
a single double-clamped beam of 59.3 µm in length at 4.8 µm width, with a beam thick-
ness of 500 nm and an air-gap of 320 nm. By using the information obtained from the
C - V characterisation, the pull-in effect and the displacement - voltage characteristic
curve as displayed within the main figure in the upper-left part

the pull-in voltage, the control gate remain attached to the substrate. Further reduction

in the applied voltage did not show any change in the position of the two layers, this

indicates that the short-range forces are stronger that we considered them and further

study is needed to overcome those forces in order to obtain the full hysteresis cycle.

A complementary transient analysis was performed to calculate the time at which the

suspended control gate collapses on the tunnel oxide layer. In this numerical analysis,

the dimensions used were those obtained from the double-clamped beam. The analysis

include a 3D FEM and were implemented in Comsol. As a result of this implementation,

it was found that the double-clamped structure took ≈ 26 nsec to pull-in into the tunnel

oxide layer.

In a similar way, an array of five beams were characterised obtaining a rather interesting

pull-in curve. Once the set of beams were handled on the C - V meter, a similar process

as for the single beam analysis was follow. In this analysis we used the maximum span

available in the equipment. The input data included a span of voltage form 0 to 38 V,

a step of 0.5 V and a high integration rate. The beams under analysis were longer (102

µm) than the previous single beam. As a result of the array under test, a C - V pull-in

curve was obtained (Fig. 6.16).

While the array is biased, there is no-displacement present from the set of beams till
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Figure 6.16: Pull-in effect obtained as a result of the electrical C - V measurements
of a set of double-clamped beams

the applied voltage is considerably large (> 20 V). From this voltage till 35 V, the set

of beams bend downwards until the pull-in point is reached. Once the pull-in point has

been reached (≈ 36.5 V) by the array of beams, the set of beams collapsed at once as

clearly stated in Fig. 6.16. After the maximum voltage, allowed by the equipment, was

reached, the applied voltage switch the bias of the voltage and start to sweep from 38 V

to 0 V. After the applied voltage was reduced below the pull-in voltage, the set of beams

did not show any variation in the capacitance value which indicates that the beam array

did not pull-out in a similar way as in the single beam. Further work is needed to find

the reason why the short-range forces are so strong that the beams did not return to its

initial isolated position.

According to Fig. 6.15 we can see that the double-clamped beam structure start bending

downwards at ≈ 6 V. When the applied voltage is increased, the beam bends further and

the pull-in effect by action of the electrostatic force is produced at ≈ 9 V. In order to

test the accuracy of the 3D FEM numerical analysis, the same structure is introduced.

For the sake of comparison between these analysis, Eq. (3.5) is also used.

Recalling that Eq. (3.5) is based on the simplest model to represent the double-clamped

structure (double-plate capacitor model), which only considers the upper plate material,

thickness and the initial air-gap as main conditions. The voltage obtained by using this

model is far from reality. Nevertheless, by analysing the structure with a more complex

and reliable numerical analysis such as the 3D FEM, the result obtained by using this

analysis shows an improved result closer to the value measured but not quite the same.

This occurs due to the 3D FEM analysis which considers the double-clamped beam as

an homogeneous structure, whilst in the real structure several variations occur which

are produced by the different steps in which the structure is involved. Those variations

are localised mainly in the fabrication process such as beam thickness, clamp position of
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the beam and width. These perturbations in the structure modify the original double-

clamped structure. Taking into account these variations, these are fed into the 3D

FEM analysis. As a result of the numerical analysis (see Fig. 6.17), the pull-in voltage

obtained is ≈ 9 V.

Figure 6.17: Pull-in analysis obtained by a numerical simulation once the structural
parameters of the double-clamped beam structure have been updated

As result of the numerical processes mentioned above, Table 6.5 summarises the set of

pull-in voltages as well as the value measured from the single beam structure.

Table 6.5: Comparison of the double-clamped beam structure while analysed by using
a simple model, 3D FEM, in situ measured and an up-dated 3D FEM analysis

Method Length Width Thickness Pull-in
(µm) (µm) (µm) (V)

Eq. (3.5) 58 5 0.5 3.76
3D FEM 58 5 0.5 5.82

Measurement 58 5 0.5 9
Improved 3D FEM 59.3 4.8 0.6 ≈ 9

The set of pull-in results listed in Table 6.5 describes the accuracy obtained by using

different set of analysis in comparison to the measurements. The pull-in voltage obtained

from the double-plate capacitor model only considers the top plate material (Young’s

modulus), thickness, area and the initial air-gap as key parameters, while for the 3D

FEM analysis, the software uses libraries that contain electro-mechanical properties

for plenty of materials based on in situ measurements such as Al, Si, poly-Si, SiO2,

Si3N4, Cu, etc. When both analyses are performed, the 3D FEM analysis shows a

better approximation of the measurements than the double-plate capacitor model. The
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pull-in voltage on the FEM analysis is obtained due to a set of conditions such as the

libraries, material analysis and the electro-mechanical analysis of the double-clamped

beam structure overall, by taking into account the fabrication process involved to create

the suspended control gate, modify the original set of parameters such as thickness of

the suspended gate, dimensions of the suspended beam and the initial air-gap. The

changes that occur in the double-clamped beam structure listed in Table 6.5, show that

the beam length increases by more than a micron and the width is reduced by 200 nm.

As a consequence of the multiple etching processes, a thin layer of aluminium oxide

was formed on top of the aluminium beam. Also, by considering that the substrate

influence the functionality of the device, the variations on the double-clamped beam

structure as well as the inclusion of the substrate were introduced in a new numerical

analysis by using ConventorWare and Comsol. The 3D FEM analysis shows that the

double-clamped beam structure collapses over 9 V, similar to the value obtained in the

measurement. Moreover, by implementing the entire structure composed by the readout

element with the suspended control gate in Comsol, the numerical analysis shows that

the suspended control gate bends downwards, thus generating the pull-in effect. The

double-clamped beam structure cannot collapse on the tunnel oxide layer due to inherent

software drawbacks, nevertheless, the pull-in effect is depicted and occurs at ≈ 9 V as

depicted in Fig. 6.18
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Figure 6.18: 2D FEM analysis in which the readout element is included for more
accurate pull-in voltage estimate

On the other hand, once the double-clamped beam structure has collapsed on the tunnel

oxide layer and the applied voltage was reduced, the beam structure did not return to its

isolated flat position but remains attached to the tunnel oxide layer even when the ap-
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plied voltage was lower than the pull-in voltage. This effect occurred due to the stiction

generated was stronger than expected between the beam material and the tunnel oxide

layer. This unexpected large stiction was caused by the short range forces such as the

van der Waals and Casimir forces. As a consequence of this large stiction, no reasonable

pull-out effect was obtained by using this particular double-clamped beam structure.

Nevertheless, we are working on the improvement of the recipes in the fabrication pro-

cess, in order to obtain the pull-out effect and as a consequence the capacitance - voltage

hysteresis cycle.
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Conclusions and Future Work

In this thesis, the co-integration of two technologies such as the nano-electromechanical

systems with the metal-oxide-semiconductor technology were successfully implemented

within a numerical circuit simulation in order to create a new hybrid non-volatile memory

device known as the Suspended Gate Silicon Nanodot Memory. The numerical imple-

mentation of both technologies was divided between the suspended control gate and

the quantum mechanical tunnelling process. The first analysis was used to investigate

the electro-mechanical characteristics of the suspended control gate such as the pull-in

and pull-out effects, C - V hysteresis curve, power consumption and transient analy-

sis. These analyses were implemented as a 2D and 3D FEM analysis via a commercial

software such as Comsol and CoventorWare. The second analysis was used to analyse

the quantum-mechanical tunnelling process for the charging and discharging processes

of the memory device. To perform this analysis, a homemade code whose foundation is

defined by the Tsu-Esaki equation and the transfer matrix method was used to calculate

the current density curve. This code uses FEM as the main kernel. The curves obtained

from these analyses were transformed into analog voltage dependent functions and im-

plemented as behavioural models within an electric circuit simulator such as SmartSpice.

As a result of these analyses, it was found that the time at which the suspended control

gate collapses on the tunnel oxide layer occurs at 0.8 nsec. The time that it takes for

charging and discharging the memory node was found to be 1.7 nsec. Therefore, the

total time that the Suspended Gate Silicon Nanodot Memory takes for programming

and erasing the memory node is 2.5 nsec. This time is at least three magnitude orders

faster than nowadays’ flash memory and ten times faster than the “fastest” emerging

non-volatile memory.

In order to fabricate the Suspended Gate Silicon Nanodot Memory device, the suspended

control gate was designed and fabricated by using the substrate provided by our counter-

parts at Hitachi CRL. On top of the stack of layers (Si/SiO2/poly-Si) provided, a layer of

aluminium (500 nm) was deposited by using electron beam deposition. The control layer

was patterned with doubly-clamped beam features through a photolithographic process.

83
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As a consequence of the recipes developed for this process, features 700 nm in width and

26 µm in length were successfully obtained. A wet etching process was implemented

to remove the aluminium surplus on the sample surface. To remove the sacrificial layer

without severely affecting the aluminium beam features nor the substrate, a single-step

plasma process was developed to dry etch isotropically the sacrificial layer. The recipe

developed offers high selectivity between several Si-based materials such as poly-Si, SiO2

and Si. Once the doubly-clamped beam structures are suspended, the pull-in effect is

investigated through the capacitance variation by using a C - V meter. For a structure

of 26 µm at 5 µm with an air-gap of 300 nm, the structure shows a pull-in effect of 9 V.

This value was corroborated through a numerical 2D/3D FEM analysis showing a good

agreement with the value measured.

7.1 Future Work

To fabricate the floating gate layer and the memory device, it is necessary to firstly get

rid of the sacrificial layer present on the foundation samples. Once removed, the process

developed by the Tokyo Institute of Technology is implemented and the silicon nanodots

are ordered in a monolayer as previously shown. Once the silicon nanodot monolayer

has been obtained, the sample is oxidised to form an isolation shell around the dots. On

top of it, a thin oxide layer is grown which will work as the tunnel oxide layer. After

this deposition, the sacrificial layer is deposited, in which several materials discussed

above are suggested. Finally, by following the fabrication process of the suspended gate

explained in this Thesis, a thin aluminium layer is deposited by using e-beam, it is

patterned by using the photolithographic process (described elsewhere) and etched out

by using the wet etching process. It is here that the trenches are opened to make the

holes and contact pads with source, drain and back contact electrodes by using the lift-

off process. Once the electrodes have been fabricated, the sacrificial layer is etched out.

To remove the sacrificial layer (poly-Si), the recipe developed in this Thesis is reliable,

repeatable and easy to implement.

In order to improve the fabrication of the Suspended Gate Silicon Nanodot Memory

device, several parameters such as sacrificial layer material, etching processes and beam

material must be considered to obtain better results during the fabrication of the non-

volatility memory device. These parameters are:

Sacrificial Layer Material

In order to avoid any damage to the doubly-clamped beam features and tunnel oxide

layer, the sacrificial layer has to be easy to etch away. Poly-Si is not a standard sacrificial

material and it is not easy to remove without compromising other Si-based material such
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as SiO2. Sacrificial materials that can be used within the SGSNM are: Si-Ge, α-Si or

Ge. To etch those materials, there are several recipes which have already been developed

in our facilities which show high selectivity between Al and SiO2.

Etching Processes

The etching processes are linked to the material considered as a sacrificial layer. The

single-step dry-etching plasma process developed to remove the poly-Si layer shows that

it is possible to tune the already developed recipes for a particular sacrificial layer mate-

rial or develop another one based on a different set of gases such as XeF2. This compose

is effective for Si-based materials such as SiO2 or α-Si. In our cleanroom, there is an

equipment that can be used to etch-out those kinds of sacrificial layer materials if new

recipes are required.

Doubly-Clamped Beam Design

By analysing the set of doubly-clamped beam features of the first photomask, we learnt

that by designing beams with squared clamps, these became semi-circular due to the

etching processes that are performed during the fabrication process. Therefore, a new

batch of clamps is required in order to avoid the roundness of the clamps. It was also

found from the previous photomask that thin beams are easy to remove when etch

processes are performed. Hence, the widths of the beams are linked to their lengths as

depicted in Table 7.1

Table 7.1: Set of parameters required to design the new photomask

Feature Length Width Thickness Air-gap Sacrificial
(µm) (µm) (nm) (nm) layer

1 105 5, 4, 3.5, 2.5 500, 300 300 α-Si, Ge, SiO2

2 58 5, 4, 3.5, 2.5, 1.5 500, 300 300 α-Si, Ge, SiO2

3 25 3, 2.5, 1.5, 0.8 500, 300 300 α-Si, Ge, SiO2

Pull-out effect

After the single-plasma etching process has been performed and the characterisation

process has occurred, the pul-out effect is foreseen. In order to obtain this effect, a

deep analysis is required y using the material composition by using SIMS. By using this

method, it is possible to find the materials that conform the substrate (tunnel oxide

layer/sacrificial layer) and by means of this analysis we can infer how to overcome the

short-range forces that retain the tunnel oxide layer attached to the tunnel oxide layer

and allows the pull-out effect.
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Once the Suspended Gate Silicon Nanodot Memory device has been fabricated, the

characterisation of the memory device is foreseen. The set of analysis proposed to

characterise the memory device are:

1. Electromechanical analysis such as C - V hysteresis curve

2. Electrical measurements such as I - V curve

3. Mechanical switching analysis

4. Endurance analysis

5. Non-volatility analysis

Through the improvement of the fabrication process and the characterisation of the

SGSNM, it is expected to extract a model to compare the numerical analyses (2D/3D

FEM) with the curves obtained from the characterisation of the memory device. Here,

the stiction caused by the short range forces due to the interaction of the doubly-clamped

beam structure, the sacrificial layer material residues and the tunnel oxide layer are the

key factors in the analysis.



Appendix A

Calibration for the C - V Meter

In the front panel of the Agilent 4279A @ 1 MHz C - V meter, there are four BNC

output connectors which are arranged into two “T” connectors. Those connectors are

plugged into the interconnection panel which are interconnected to the probes on the

probe stage system. In order to calibrate the equipment, the sample is handled on the

central chuck of the holder which has a central hole for central vacuum. Once the sample

has ben handled on the chuck, the C - V meter is calibrated by using a state-of-the-art

kit. Calibration process eliminates the capacitance, inductance and resistivity inherent

to the connectors, probes & wires from the C - V meter till the test probes which also

involves the chuck holder. Figure A.1 shows the interconnection between the C - V

meter and the test probe system through the interconnection panel.

Figure A.1: Interconnection between the C - V meter with the test probe system
through the interconnection panel
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In the rear part of the C - Vmeter, a GPIB connector is plugged to control the equipment

via PC. In here, the calibration sequence is executed. Calibration requires to perform

measurements in short mode and in open circuit mode. In the probe station, one of the

probes is positioned on the sample under test and the other on the substrate (chuck).

For the short analysis, both are positioned over the chuck surface and for the open loop,

both are isolated from the stage and between them. After the calibration process has

been performed, the probes are positioned on the chuck and over the device under test (a

beam or a set of beams). Figure A.2 shows the stage in which the sample is handled. In

here, one of the probes is used as the ground on the device under test (100 µm) and the

other is energised on the chuck. Once in position, the analysis starts by defining a set

of parameters in the system such as initial and end voltages, step, tune, among others.

Once those parameters have been specified, the C - V measurements are performed.

Figure A.2: Stage probe system and the array used to perform the C - V measure-
ments



Appendix B

Photomask Design

The fabrication process of the Suspended Gate Silicon Nanodot Memory cell uses three

photomasks to fabricate the suspended control gate, as it is depicted in Fig. B.1.

Figure B.1: Suspended Gate Silicon Nanodot Memory cell fabrication process. a)
Memory device foundation, b)readout element, silicon nanodot floating gate, sacrificial
layer and metal deposition layers; c) suspended gate patterned and wet etched (mask
1); d) by using anisotropic dry etching process, the sacrificial layer is anisotropically
removed; e) Source-Drain contact holes are created using wet etching (mask 2); f)
Contact pad deposition and lift-off (mask 3); g) finally, by using isotropic dry etching
the sacrificial layer is removed and the beam is suspended, h) top, side and lateral views
of the SGNM cell
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The photomasks contains features to fabricate the doubly-clamped beam structures such

as:

• Doubly-clamped beam features

• Holes creation

• Pads

The photomask that includes the doubly-clamped beam structures has a broad range of

beam elements. The length of the beam elements starts from 25 µm until 200 µm and

the width of those elements starts at 700 nm until 5 µm as listed on Table B.1.

Table B.1: Dimensions used in the photomasks for the length and width of the beams,
respectively, as well as the pad dimensions

Set of Length Width Pads
Beams (µm) (µm) (µm2)

1 25 0.8, 1.5, 2.5 & 3 80 × 80
2 58 1.5, 2.5, 3.5, 4 & 5 80 × 80
3 105 2.5, 3.5, 4 & 5 80 × 80

The set of dimensions listed in Table B.1 are implemented in a layout editor based on

windows. Within the photomask designed in L - edit, it contains the set of beam di-

mensions, the pads for source, drain and back contact and the holes to interconnect the

pads with the highly-doped regions (see Fig. 6.1). A schematic diagram of the Sus-

pended Gate Silicon Nanodot Memory cell in which the three photomasks are included

is depicted in Fig. B.2.

Figure B.2: Schematic diagram of the SGSNM cell that shows the three photomask
such as pads, doubly-clamped beam features and the holes for the highly-doped regions
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The photomask is divided as 1 × 1 cm2 samples. Figure B.4 shows the photomask

designed that includes the beam features and the control gate pad.

Figure B.3: Set of parameters that shows the length and width of the doubly-clamped
beam features

Figure B.4: Mask of the doubly-clamped beam features
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