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Modeling of tunneling current in ultrathin MOS structure with
interface trap charge and fixed oxide charge∗

Hu Bo(胡 波), Huang Shi-Hua(黄仕华)†, and Wu Feng-Min(吴锋民)

Physics Department, Zhejiang Normal University, Jinhua 321004, China

(Received 9 June 2012; revised manuscript received 9 July 2012)

A model based on analysis of the self-consistent Poisson–Schrodinger equation is proposed to investigate the tunneling
current of electrons in the inversion layer of a p-type metal-oxide-semiconductor (MOS) structure. In this model, the
influences of interface trap charge (ITC) at the Si–SiO2 interface and fixed oxide charge (FOC) in the oxide region are taken
into account, and one-band effective mass approximation is used. The tunneling probability is obtained by employing the
transfer matrix method. Further, the effects of in-plane momentum on the quantization in the electron motion perpendicular
to the Si–SiO2 interface of a MOS device are investigated. Theoretical simulation results indicate that both ITC and FOC
have great influence on the tunneling current through a MOS structure when their densities are larger than 1012 cm−2,
which results from the great change of bound electrons near the Si–SiO2 interface and the oxide region. Therefore, for real
ultrathin MOS structures with ITC and FOC, this model can give a more accurate description for the tunneling current in
the inversion layer.
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1. Introduction
As the scale of metal-oxide-semiconductor field effect

transistors (MOSFET) quickly approaches the deep submicron
regime, an ultrathin gate oxide becomes necessary for future
MOSFET devices. However, for such ultrathin gate oxide, di-
rect tunneling current will dominate the gate leakage and the
off-state power dissipation of the transistor. Recent studies
have shown that the tunneling current can be nearly 100%
with a channel length smaller than 5 nm in double-gate sili-
con n-MOSFETs.[1] The increased tunneling current through
thin gate oxide also hinders the extraction of transistor param-
eters by traditional techniques such as the capacitance–voltage
(C–V) method. Therefore, an accurate modeling of tunneling
current through the MOS structure is important in transistor
technology development.

Tunneling current of conduction band electrons bounded
in inversion layers has been extensively studied by solving the
self-consistent Poisson–Schrodinger equation.[2–5] Recently,
the effect of coupling of channel electrons has been intro-
duced to calculate the tunneling current of electrons in n-MOS
structure.[6,7] However, this theoretical model does not take
into account electron distribution in energy sub-bands.[7] In-
terface traps and oxide charges are important parameters in
devices. For example, they can alter the threshold voltage of
a MOSFET and Si interface potential, and thereby change the
reverse surface leakage current in a p–n junction, or alter the
avalanche breakdown voltage of a p–n junction. They can in-

vert the silicon, resulting in unwanted current paths between
elements in an integrated circuit. Interface traps are defects
that occur at the Si–SiO2 interface, each of which has one or
more energy levels within the Si bandgap. These defects can
exchange charge with Si, and they can interact with Si con-
duction by capturing or emitting electrons, and with Si va-
lence by capturing or emitting electrons holes. Fixed oxide
charges are located not only at metal–oxide or Si–SiO2 inter-
faces, but also deep in the oxide. They are associated with
defects in SiO2 such as impurities and broken bonds. Inter-
face trap charges (ITCs) at the Si–SiO2 interface and fixed ox-
ide charge (FOC) in the oxide region have been extensively
studied in experiments.[8–11] Although a two-dimensional (2D)
full-band Monte Carlo simulator has been used to study the
impact of interface roughness scattering on electron and hole
transport properties in MOSFET’s inversion layers,[12] little at-
tention has been paid so far to apply ITC and FOC to model
the electric characteristics of the MOS structure. Therefore, in
a reliable physical model, ITC and FOC should be presented to
evaluate the tunneling current of a real MOS structure. Among
the existing models of electron tunneling, none takes ITC and
FOC into account.

In this paper, we propose a tunneling electron model, in
which the influences of ITC and FOC are taken into account,
and we illustrate why the existing models can also provide a
relatively accurate calculated result. Here, we use one-band ef-
fective mass approximation, which gives an accurate descrip-
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tion of electron tunneling in an inversion layer. The tunnel-
ing probability is computed by employing the transfer matrix
method. Using this new method, theoretical simulation of the
tunneling current for ultrathin MOS structure is closer to real-
ity.

2. Theoretical model
In order to investigate electron tunneling in the inversion

layer, p-Si/SiO2/n+-poly silicon structure is studied when pos-
itively biased gate voltage is applied. In Fig. 1, a schematic
band diagram is shown for such a structure. The origin of the
coordinate system is set at the oxide–semiconductor interface.
Taking into account the conservation of the longitudinal mo-
mentum of the electron, the equation for such a MOS structure
is given by[6,7][

− h̄2
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∂ 2
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where m‖−Si and m⊥−Si are the longitudinal and transverse
effective masses of channel electrons in the substrate region,
respectively. The term h2k2

r /m‖−Si is the transverse energy
of a channel electron in a plane parallel to the Si–SiO2 inter-
face. The ψ(z) and E⊥−Si are the electron wave function and
the transverse energy, respectively. Furthermore, the electron
wave function ψ(z) in the region (−tox ≤ z ≤ L) must satisfy
the following boundary condition:
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The Poisson equation in the z direction is written as
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dz2 =
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εSi
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d2V (z)
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εSi
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where εSi and εox are the permittivity of Si and SiO2, respec-
tively, n(z) is the free-electron concentration in the conduction
band, and Nf is the fixed oxide charge unit area situated at
z = −tf. The ionized acceptor and hole concentrations have
been neglected when electrons are dominant in the accumula-
tion layer. The change of the oxide effective potential barrier
height results from the influence of coupling of the transverse
and longitudinal effective masses of channel electrons. There-
fore, the oxide effective potential barrier Veff(z) is given by[6]

Veff(z) = V (z)− h̄2k2
r
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= V (z)−αkBT
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where V (z) is the oxide potential barrier height, α is a param-
eter characterizing the relation between the electron tempera-
ture Tc in the plane parallel to the Si–SiO2 interface, and the
device temperature Tc (α = Tc/T ). The value of α will change
when an external voltage is applied to the MOS structure.

J3D

J2D

EC

EC

Ef-L

EV

Ef-R

EV

N
+
-ploy-Si p-type-Si

SiO2

↩tox↩tf  L

Fig. 1. Schematic band diagram of p-Si/SiO2/n+-poly Si structure.

Assume that the effective potential Φ(z) satisfies the
boundary condition[13–15]

V |z=−tOX =Vg−VFB, V |z=L = 0, (8)

εSi
dV
dz

∣∣∣∣
z=0+
− εox

dV
dz
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z=0−

= Ns, (9)

where Ns is the interface trap charge unit area, Vg the applied
gate voltage, and VFB the flat-band voltage. The quantum cal-
culation of the carrier concentration is performed by summing
the contribution of each sub-band. In the 2D case, the den-
sity of states is independent of the energy. The electron charge
density along the MOS structure is given by

n(z) =
ηm//−SikBT

π h̄2

× ∑
i

ln
[

1+ exp
(

Ef−Ej

kBT

)]∣∣ψij(z)
∣∣2 , (10)

where η is the valley degeneracy factor, and Ef is the Fermi
energy level of the semiconductor.

The calculation approach to discretizing Poisson–
Schrodinger equations uses the finite difference method.[16,17]

Real space is divided into discrete mesh points, and the
wave functions ψ(z) and V (z) are calculated within these dis-
crete spaces. The Poisson equation at the Si–SiO2 interface
is solved by a boundary condition capturing method.[18,19]

Finally, an iteration procedure is used to obtain the self-
consistent solution of the Poisson–Schrodinger equations. The
electron charge density and the corresponding potential are ob-
tained along the MOS structure.
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For the carrier confined in the quasi-bound states in the
inversion layer, the lifetime of the n-th sub-band state is given
approximately by[2,15]

1
τn(En)

=
T (En)∫ Zn

0

√
2m⊥−Si/(En−V (z))dz

, (11)

where En is the sub-band energy for the n-th quasi-bound state,
Zn is the classical turning point for the n-th bound state, and
T (E) is the transmission probability of a particle. The trans-
mission probability is determined by using the transfer matrix
method.

For the extended states following the Fermi–Dirac distri-
bution, the tunneling current from the extended states is given
by[6,20]

J3D =
∫

∞
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× ln
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]
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where Ef−L and Ef−R are the Fermi levels of the left contact
and the right contact, respectively, and V is the potential drop
from the oxide gate region and the Si substrate region. In the
calculation, the maximum of the transverse electron energy
was set as 30kBT above the conduction band.

For the bound states, we assume the value of the quasi-
Fermi level is equal to that in bulk Si, even when the tunneling
current is nonzero. With these approximations, the tunneling
current from the bound states is written as[2,15]

J2D =
ηqm//−SikBT

π h̄2 ∑
i

1
τi(Ei)

× ln
[

1+ exp(Ef−L−Ei)

1+ exp(Ef−R−Ei−qV )

]
. (13)

Finally, the total tunneling current J is obtained by summing
the 2D and 3D contributions.

3. Tunneling current–voltage characterization
3.1. Influence of the interface trap charge at the Si–SiO2

interface

The channel electron momentum of a conventional MOS
structure in the ballistic region cannot reach a high value, so
the coupling effect of the transverse and longitudinal electron
effective mass is weak.[7] Therefore, the parameter α can be
taken to be a small value. First, regardless of ITC at the Si–
SiO2 interface, Fig. 2 shows the calculated tunneling cur-
rent for p-Si/SiO2/n+-poly-Si structure with different oxide
thicknesses, and shows experimental results extracted from
Ref. [21]. When the gate voltage Vg is larger than 0.6 V, the
calculation results are in good agreement with the experimen-
tal results. However, the calculated results do not agree with
the experimental results in the case of Vg < 0.6 V, which may

result from defects or oxide charges in real p-Si/SiO2/n+-poly-
Si structures. When the tunneling current is weak, these de-
fects and oxide charges may play an important role in the tun-
neling current. When ITC at the Si–SiO2 interface is taken into
account, the tunneling currents calculated using this model are
shown in Fig. 3(a). With the increase of density of ITC, the
tunneling current decreases. When the density Ns of ITC is
smaller than 1012 cm−2, there is no significant change com-
pared with the calculated tunneling current Itc, regardless of
ITC at the Si–SiO2 interface. Measurements[22] on clean sur-
faces in an ultra-high-vacuum system confirm that Ns can
be very high: on the order of the density of surface atoms
(∼ 1015 cm2). For today’s MOS capacitors having thermally
grown SiO2 on Si, most of the interface trap charge can be
neutralized by low-temperature annealing. The total surface
traps can be as low as 1012 cm−2, which is in good agreement
with the result calculated using our proposed model. For Ns

greater than −5× 1012 cm−2 and Vg lower than 1.0 V, the Itc

decreases rapidly. These results may result from the decrease
of the density of electrons bound in Si substrate near the Si–
SiO2 interface. However, for Vg greater than 1.5 V, Itc varies
slightly with the increase of Ns. When Vg is low, the number
of electrons in the silicon inversion layer is very small, and it
increases rapidly with the increase of Vg. However, it increases
slightly when Vg is large. Therefore, ITC has a great influence
on tunneling current in the case of low Vg, whereas it has little
influence in the case of large Vg.
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Fig. 2. (color online) Solid lines: calculated tunneling current–voltage
characteristics for p-Si/SiO2/n+-poly-Si structure with different oxide
thicknesses regardless of interface trap charge at the Si–SiO2 interface.
The doping concentrations of n+-poly-Si and p-Si substrate are 1020

and 5×1017 cm−3, respectively. Discontinuous symbols: experimental
data extracted from Ref. [21].

Considering different negative surface charge densities at
the Si–SiO2 interface, the density distributions of electrons in
the silicon inversion layer are shown in Fig. 3(b). With the
increase of negative interface trap charge density, fewer and
fewer electrons accumulate in the Si substrate near the Si–
SiO2 interface. When a voltage is applied, the Fermi level
moves up or down with respect to the interface-trap levels
and a change of charge occurs in the interface traps. This
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change of charge affects the tunneling current and alters the
ideal current–voltage (I–V ) curve. When positive voltage is
applied to p-type MOS structure, the energy band is bent down
near the Si–SiO2 interface. Negative ITC can weaken the de-
gree of band bending, which results in decreasing density of
electrons bound near the Si–SiO2 interface. When the den-
sity of ITC is smaller than 1012 cm−2, the density of electrons
bound in the Si substrate near the Si–SiO2 interface has no sig-
nificant change compared with the calculation that was made
without regard to the ITC effect.
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Fig. 3. (color online) (a) Tunneling current density as a function of ap-
plied gate voltage with different negative surface charge densities with
tox = 2 nm; (b) density distribution of electrons in silicon inversion layer
in the case of considering different negative surface charge density Ns
at Si–SiO2 interface. The applied gate voltage Vg is 1.5 V, tox = 2 nm,
and the doping concentration of p-Si substrate and n+-ploy-Si are 1017

and 5×1019 cm−3, respectively.

3.2. Influence of fixed oxide charge in oxide gate region

The calculated tunneling current–voltage curves for p-
Si/SiO2/n+-poly-Si structure with different positive FOC in
the oxide region are shown in Fig. 4(a). In the calculation,
the effect of ITC is not considered, and FOC is assumed to be
located at tf = 1.0 nm. The tunneling current increases with
the increase of FOC density when the effect of FOC is con-
sidered. For the density Nf of FOC smaller than 1012 cm−2,
tunneling current has no significant change compared with Itc

calculated without regard to the FOC effect. For Ns greater
than 5× 1012 cm−2, Itc increases rapidly. These results may
result from an increase in injected electrons in the Si substrate
near the Si–SiO2 interface. In general, unlike interface trap

charges, fixed oxide charges are independent of gate voltage,
so they cause a parallel shift in the gate-bias direction, as indi-
cated in Fig. 4(a). The density distributions of electrons in the
silicon inversion layer, considering different positive fixed ox-
ide charges, are shown in Fig. 4(b). When the density of FOC
is below 1012 cm−2, the distribution of electrons has no signif-
icant change compared with the case of the FOC effect being
ignored. The number of electrons in the silicon inversion layer
increases with the increase of FOC. Therefore, the increase of
tunneling current induced by FOC can be attributed to the in-
jected electrons in the Si substrate near the Si–SiO2 interface.
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Fig. 4. (color online) (a) Calculated tunneling current–voltage for p-
Si/SiO2/n+-poly-Si structure with different positive fixed oxide charges
in oxide region; (b) density distribution of electrons in silicon inversion
layer in the case of considering different positive fixed oxide charge Nf
located at tf = 1.0 nm in oxide region.
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Fig. 5. (color online) Calculated tunneling current-voltage for p-
Si/SiO2/n+-poly-Si structure with positive fixed oxide charge located
in different positions in the oxide region.

017301-4



Chin. Phys. B Vol. 22, No. 1 (2013) 017301

The origin of fixed oxide charge is generally considered
to be excess silicon (trivalent silicon) or the loss of an electron
from excess oxygen centers (nonbridging oxygen) near the Si–
SiO2 interface. It is generally positive and its density is not
greatly affected by the oxide thickness or by the type or con-
centration of impurities in the silicon. The influence of FOC
position on tunneling current is shown in Fig. 5. For FOCs
located at 0.5 and 1.0 nm in the oxide region, respectively, the
calculated tunneling currents are almost the same. Therefore,
the tunneling current is independent of the FOC position in the
oxide region.

4. Conclusion
In the proposed model, the influences of interface trap

charge and fixed oxide charge are taken into account, and
one-band effective mass approximation is used. The tunnel-
ing probability is obtained by employing the transfer matrix
method. On the other hand, the effects of in-plane momentum
on the quantization in the electron motion perpendicular to the
Si–SiO2 interface of a MOS device are prescribed. Theoretical
simulation results indicate that both ITC and FOC have great
influence on the tunneling current through a MOS structure
when their densities are larger than 1012 cm−2, which results
from a great change of electrons bound near the Si–SiO2 in-

terface and oxide region. Therefore, for a real ultrathin MOS
structure with ITC and FOC, this model can give a more accu-
rate description for the tunneling current in the inversion layer.
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