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ABSTRACT

Article historys:

This study aims to investigate the memory performances of graphene as a
charge storage layer in the floating gate with difference doping concentration
of n-channel and p-channel substrates using Silvaco ATLAS TCAD Tools.
The simulation work has been done to determine the performance of flash
memory in terms of memory window, P/E characteristics and data retention
and have been validated with the experimental work done by other researchers.
From the simulation data, the trend of memory window at low P/E voltage is
nearly overlapped between simulation and experimental data. The memory
window at ±20V P/E voltage for n-channel and p-channel flash memory cell
are 15.4V and 15.6V respectively. The data retention for the n-channel flash
memory cell is retained by 75% (from 15.4V to 11.6V) whereas for the
p-channel flash memory cell is retained by 80% (from 15.6V to 12.5V) after
10 years of extrapolation with -1/1V gate stress which shows that p-channel
flash memory cell demonstrates better data retention compared to n-channel
flash memory cell.

Received Mar 27, 2019
Revised Apr 27, 2019
Accepted May 18, 2019
Keywords:
Charge storage layer
Data retention
Flash memory
Graphene
Memory window

Copyright © 2019 Institute of Advanced Engineering and Science.
All rights reserved.

Corresponding Author:
N. Ezaila Alias,
Computational Nanoelectronics Research Group,
School of Electrical Engineering, Faculty of Engineering
Universiti Teknologi Malaysia, 81310 Johor, Malaysia.
Email: ezaila@utm.my

1.

INTRODUCTION
Recently, the downsizing of silicon machinery is leading to a severe blockage of the coming era due
to the complications of channel material such as short channel effects (SCE) in contemporary transistors [1, 2].
Since the vertical and lateral downsizing of flash memory cells lead to low program and erase (P/E) speed and
large capacity of data storage for these cells but may results in expansion of capacitive coupling between the
floating gate (FG) of neighboring cells which causes an extensive issue in threshold voltages (Vth) of the cells.
It has reported that the thickness of conventional polycrystalline silicon (poly-Si) FG can be shortened to 7nm
[3]. Despite that, an injected electron into thin poly-Si would be ballistically shifted across the FG resulting the
P/E speed became slower and further create impact ionization in the blocking dielectric layer and consequently
reduce the dielectric reliability. To corroborate with this issue with thin poly-Si FG, a thin metal layer is used
as a FG in flash memory cell is capable of extinguishing the ballistic current in flash memory cells. The suitable
metal would be worthy to use as a charge storage layer (CSL) in FG flash memory cell is graphene which
having metallic properties and the thinnest neutrally stable material [4]. Being only one layer thick, they can
further scale in the vertical direction and could offer reduced power dissipation because of smaller (SCE) [5].
Introduction of graphene as CSL in flash memory cell would ease significant trimming of the gate stack height,
and further, avoided the contamination issues associated with the metal FG flash memory cell [6]. The
properties of ultra-high mobility and ultra-thin structure may provide fast operation time and compact
integration density respectively. Besides, its unique band structure could result in a new opportunity for
nanoscale and low power devices. By these considerations, there has been interested in utilizing graphene for
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denser, faster and less energy consuming in NVM [7]. Graphene transistors are predicted to be considerably
faster than silicon transistors nowadays and create computer chips to become faster and more energy
efficient [4].
From the previous review, multilayer graphene (MLG) and reduced multilayer graphene (rMLG) have
been suggested as CSL in flash memory cells. In [4], it has been reported that MLG as CSL in FG flash memory
cells with a memory window (MW) of 6.8V at 18V P/E voltage [4]. In [6], a large MW of 9.4V at ±20V P/E
voltages has been investigated in rMLG as a CSL in flash memory structure. The data retentions in 10 years at
room temperature is about 6.9V of MW with 74% charged retained while for 150°C is demonstrated by the
MW of 2.8V with 30% charged retained [6].
The design of conventional flash memory products has been applied to the n-channel flash memory
cells. However, through P/E cycles, the high voltage operation leads to high power consumption in flash
memory cells. Thus, the p-channel flash memory cells which using band-to-band tunnelling induced hot
electron injection (BBHE) was suggested for p-channel flash memory cells which may present several
privileges such as excessive P/E speed, minimize power consumption and superior reliability [8]. The
significant advantage of BBHE injection tunnelling method is its high efficiency of the injection which is
described as the proportion of electrons composed at the FG to those generated in the channel, (IG/ID). The
effectiveness of the injection of the p-channel flash memory cell can be 10-2 which is much considerable than
the n-channel flash memory cell (approximate to 10-8) which leads well suited for high-speed operation. The
high injection efficiency of the BBHE is reached because band-to-band tunnelling (BBT) generated the
electrons are efficiently accelerated by the lateral electric field in the drain depletion region [9, 10].
In this paper, we investigate the reliability of graphene-based FG non-volatile memory by observing
the P/E characteristics, memory window and data retention in 10 years extrapolation under gate stress with a
different type of channel. In this study, both programming and erasing of n-channel flash memory cell
tunnelling are performed by Fowler-Nordheim (FN) tunnelling model while for p-channel flash memory cell,
programming and erasing are performed by BBHE tunnelling and FN tunnelling respectively.
2.

RESEARCH METHOD
The simulation works are divided into two main parts: (1) Device validation and (2) Performances of
a p-channel flash memory cell with graphene as CSL as shown in Figure 1. In part 1, using Silvaco TCAD
Tools, the virtual device structure of graphene-based FG non-volatile memory cell is simulated based on
experimental work in [6], refer Table 1 and Figure 2 while the graphene properties parameters are
referred to [11].

Figure 1. General simulation flowchart.
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Figure 2. The device structure of graphene-based FG non-volatile memory cell.
The FN tunnelling model is used as the electron tunnelling through a barrier using the extracted FN
parameters work in [12]. The number of electrons stored in FG and memory window for 1s from the simulation
is validated with experimental data [6] refer Figure 4. The simulation work then continues until P/E
characteristics and data retention using the same parameter. Data retention characteristics of graphene-based
FG non-volatile cell under gate stress -1/1V is shown in Figure 6.
Table 1. Structure dimension and physical parameters of the graphene-based FG non-volatile memory cell
used for simulation [6, 11].
Variable
Gate dimension [6]
Gate length, LG (nm)
Tunnel oxide thickness, tox (nm)
Blocking oxide thickness, tIPD (nm)
FG thickness, tFG (nm)
Control gate thickness, tCG (nm)
Doping profile [11]
Silicon substrate doping (cm-3)
Souce and drain doping (cm-3)

Experimental

Simulation (n-channel)

Simulation (p-channel)

8 (SiO2)
22 (Al2O3)
~5
15 (TiN)

600
8 (SiO2)
22 (Al2O3)
5
15 (TiN)

600
8 (SiO2)
22 (Al2O3)
5
15 (TiN)

1 × 1015 (p-type)
1 × 1020 (n-type)

1 × 1015 (p-type)
1 × 1020 (n-type)

1 × 1015 (n-type)
1 × 1020 (p-type)

Table 2. Extracted FN and BBHE tunnelling coefficients for SiO2 tunnelling oxide [12, 13].
Variable
FN tunneling coefficients [12]
AFN (A/V2)
BFN (V/cm)
BBHE tunneling coefficients [13]
BBA (cm-1 V-2 s-1)
BBB (V/cm)
BBγ

Programming
−6

Erasing

1.23 × 10
2.37 × 108

1.87 × 10−7
1.88 × 108

9.6615 × 1018
3.0 × 107
2.0

-

For part 2, the simulation works continue by changing the doping type of flash memory cells from nchannel to p-channel (refer Table 1) while all the cell dimensions and parameters remain unchanged (refer
Figure 3). The device fabrication for flash MLG device in [6] did not mentioned the exact gate length of the
device therefore 600 nm gate length is chosen for simulation due to the standard simulation value for MOSFET.
For P/E operations, BBHE and FN tunnelling model was operated to capture the electrons tunnelling through
tunnel oxide using the BBHE and FN coefficients that were initially extracted from the optimization work in
[12, 13] (refer Table 2). BBHE tunnelling is applied for programming in p-channel flash memory cell due to
very poor current-voltage (I-V) characteristics if FN tunnelling is applied. This is because BBHE injection can
achieves until 40% reduction of electric field tunnel oxide, Eox of electron flow as compared to FN tunneling
barrier [10]. The simulation is done by applying fixed negative biased (-2.0V) to the drain and positive biased
control gate (12, 14, 16, 18, 20V) for programming (BBHE tunnelling mechanism) and applying free biased to
the drain and negative biased control gate (-12, -14, -16, -18, -20V) for erasing (FN tunnelling mechanism).
The simulation continues to simulate the data retention until 104s and extrapolate until 108s (10 years).
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(a)

(b)

Figure 3. The doping concentration of (a) n-channel and (b) p-channel flash memory cell.
3. RESULTS AND ANALYSIS
3.1. Device Validation
The charge stored in the FG of graphene-based FG flash memory were extracted using Silvaco
ATLAS Tool. The programming transients at 20V programming voltage is used for 1s programming time.
Normally, the number of electrons stored in FG after 1s programming at 20V program voltage is about 1013
cm-2 [6]. Figure 4 shows the FG charge after 1s of programming time is -2x10-14 C per unit micron. The
electrons start to accumulate in the FG at 10-7 s. Therefore, the number of electrons stored in FG after 1s
programming at 20V of the program voltage is about 1.25x1013 cm-2.

Figure 4. The number of electrons stored after in FG after 1s programming at 20V program voltage (nchannel flash memory cell).
The difference in P/E operations from 0V to ±20V P/E voltages for 1s P/E time is shown in Figure
5(a). The memory window in [6] is about 9.4V at ±20V P/E voltage whereas, for this proposed work, the
memory window is 15.4V which is much larger than the experimental work [6]. Figure 5(b) shows the P/E
characteristics for several P/E voltages for proposed work from ±14V to ±20V P/E voltages. The threshold
voltage shift (ΔVth) for both programming and erasing are increasing with increasing of P/E biases from ±14V
to ±20V P/E voltages. Increasing the amplitude biases of the gate will lead to the easiest formation of inversion
of the substrate surface. Since the flash memory cell are constructed from p-type silicon substrate (n-channel),
application of positive bias would introduce an inversion layer of the silicon surface. Under high positive bias,
the electrons were made inversion carriers would experience FN tunnelling via tunnel oxide, and these carriers
will fall into the potential well which formed by the graphene sheets in the FG. During erase operation, a high
negative bias is applied to the gate terminal. The holes will be accumulated in silicon surface, tunnelling across
the tunnel oxide to the FG and recombine with the electrons stored in the FG [14]. The discrepancy between
simulation and experimental is because experimental work represents exact behaviour of the object under test
with specific measuring errors due to measurement, faulty equipment and also external force from an analyst
during the experimental analysis, while, in simulation, only involves with the numerical model in the simulator.
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(b)

Figure 5. (a) Comparison of memory window between simulation results and experimental data of graphenebased FG flash memory (b) P/E characteristic of graphene-based FG flash memory for n-channel.
In [6], the charge stored in CSL flash memory cell was tested at room temperature also at high
temperature. After 10 years of extrapolation, the memory window obtained is 6.9V (74% charges retained) at
room temperature. The simulation was done at room temperature and showed that the wider memory window
obtained by the proposed device about 11.6V (75% charges retain) as shown in Figure 6. The discrepancy
between simulation and experimental data of memory window is due to non-homogeneity of rMLG in FG
(~5nm) during the fabrication process while in a simulation work is precise of 5nm graphene FG. Besides, in
experimental work, the fabrication of rMLG has used the method of thermal reduction of graphene oxide (GO).
Figure 7(a) and 7(b) show the image of a schematic cross-sectional fabricated rMLG flash memory cell and
the atomic force microscopy (AFM) image of the rMLG sheet respectively.

Figure 6. Data retention after 10 years extrapolation: comparison between the proposed device and
experimental data [6].

(a)

(b)

Figure 7. (a) The view of schematic cross-section rMLG flash memory cell and
(b) image of rMLG sheet under AFM [6].
Reliability of graphene as charge storage layer in floating gate flash memory (M. Hilman Ahmad)
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3.2. Performances of P-Channel Flash Memory Cell
P/E characteristics of both n-channel and p-channel flash memory cells are compared in Figure 8(a)
and 8(b) respectively. Both P/E speed rise with the increment of P/E voltages from ±14V to ±20V gate biases.
The p-channel flash memory cell manifests rapid programming speed compared to erasing at 1s P/E time.
However, the erasing characteristics from Figure 8(b), the erasing speed for a p-channel flash memory cell is
slower than that of in n-channel flash memory cell under the same voltages. This is because the creation of
oxide charges under FN tunnelling mechanism occurs which leads to the increasing of oxide leakage current.
When the negative bias applied to the gate, the electrons injection from the FG to n-substrate under FN
tunnelling results in electron-hole pairs at the Si-SiO2 interface and some of the generated holes are injected
into the oxide and become trap in the oxide, and then it will increase the oxide field and causes the oxide
leakage current. Figure 9 shows that the data retention of n-channel and p-channel flash memory cells after 10
years. The MW for n-channel and p-channel flash memory cells are 15.4V and 15.6V respectively. However,
for data retention of p-channel flash memory cell is better compared to n-channel flash memory cell. For nchannel flash memory cell, the charge is retained by 75% (from 15.4V to 11.6V in 10 years) while in p-channel
flash memory cell, the charge is retained by up to 80% (from 15.6V to 12.5V). This p-channel flash memory
cell shows better reliability due to the BBHE injection mechanism for P/E operations. This superior injection
mechanism is assumed due to the low oxide charge and having the longest lifetime compared with the other
methods. This superiority is considered to be due to the fewer oxide charges which lead to reducing oxide
damage. Besides, in p-channel flash memory cell, the programmed and the erased electron is the minority
carrier, and a smaller number of electrons is injected and trapped into the oxide. Therefore, the gate disturbance
of the p-channel flash memory cell is superior to that of the n-channel flash memory cell.

(a)

(b)

Figure 8. The threshold voltage shift of n-channel and p-channel memory cell for (a) program and (b) erase.

Figure 9. The data retention for both n-channel and p-channel flash memory cell.
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4.

CONCLUSION
The graphene as charge storage layer flash memory is successfully simulated and validated with
experimental work. It shows that the number of electrons stored in graphene-based FG flash memory after 1s
at 20V programming voltage is 1.25x1013 cm-2 while the experimental work is 1013 cm-2. The memory window
for n-channel and p-channel flash memory cell are 15.4V and 15.6V, respectively, at ± 20V P/E voltage. The
data retention after 10 years for n-channel and p-channel flash memory cell are retained by 75% (from 15.4V
to 11.6V in 10 years) and by 80% (from 15.6V to 12.5V), respectively. It is concluded that p-channel flash
memory cell shows better data retention compared to n-channel flash memory.
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