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REDUCING OXDATION OF PHASE CHANGE 
MEMORY ELECTRODES 

BACKGROUND 

0001. This invention relates generally to phase change 
memory devices. 
0002 Phase change memory devices use phase change 
materials, i.e., materials that may be electrically Switched 
between a generally amorphous and a generally crystalline 
state, for electronic memory application. One type of 
memory element utilizes a phase change material that may 
be, in one application, electrically Switched between a 
structural state of generally amorphous and generally crys 
talline local order or between different detectable states of 
local order across the entire spectrum between completely 
amorphousand completely crystalline states. The state of the 
phase change materials is also non-volatile in that, when set 
in either a crystalline, semi-crystalline, amorphous, or semi 
amorphous state representing a resistance value, that value 
is retained until changed by another programming event, as 
that value represents a phase or physical state of the material 
(e.g., crystalline or amorphous). The state is unaffected by 
removing electrical power. 
0003. During the fabrication of phase change memories, 
electrodes within a memory cell may oxidize, leading to 
significant resistance increases. These increases may result 
in defective products. The number of cells in memories 
failing the high resistance tests may be reduced by taking 
great care in the processing steps and step sequences to 
minimize any opportunity for oxidation. However, Such 
steps add to the cost of manufacturing the products and may 
not always be completely effective. 

0004 Thus, there is a need for better ways to reduce the 
resistance increase, product failures, or other adverse con 
sequences of electrode oxidation in phase change memories. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

0005 FIG. 1 is an enlarged, cross-sectional view at an 
early stage of manufacture in accordance with one embodi 
ment of the present invention; 
0006 FIG. 2 is an enlarged, cross-sectional view at a 
Subsequent stage in accordance with one embodiment of the 
present invention; 
0007 FIG. 3 is an enlarged, cross-sectional view at a 
Subsequent stage in accordance with one embodiment of the 
present invention; 
0008 FIG. 4 is an enlarged, cross-sectional view at a 
Subsequent stage in accordance with one embodiment of the 
present invention; 
0009 FIG. 5 is an enlarged, cross-sectional view at a 
Subsequent stage in accordance with one embodiment of the 
present invention; 
0010 FIG. 6 is an enlarged, cross-sectional view at a 
Subsequent stage in accordance with one embodiment of the 
present invention; 

0011 FIG. 7 is an enlarged, cross-sectional view at a 
Subsequent stage in accordance with one embodiment of the 
present invention; and 
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0012 FIG. 8 is a system depiction of one embodiment of 
the present invention. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION 

0013 In accordance with some embodiments of the 
present invention, oxygen infiltration may be reduced. Oxy 
gen infiltration causes oxidation of the lower electrode, 
adversely affecting the performance of phase change memo 
ries. One modality for such oxidation is for oxygen to diffuse 
through a chalcogenide layer overlying the lower electrode. 
When that oxygen diffuses through and reaches the lower 
electrode it causes oxidation of that oxidizable lower elec 
trode. To prevent such infiltration, a barrier layer may be 
utilized in one embodiment of the present invention, which 
is applied under appropriate circumstances to facilitate other 
process steps while still protecting the lower electrode, in 
Some embodiments. 

0014. In one embodiment, memory elements may com 
prise a phase change material. In this embodiment, the 
memory may be referred to as a phase change memory. A 
phase change material may be a material having electrical 
properties (e.g. resistance, capacitance, etc.) that may be 
changed through the application of energy Such as, for 
example, heat, light, Voltage potential, or electrical current. 
The phase change material may include a chalcogenide 
material. 

0015. A chalcogenide alloy may be used in a memory 
element or in an electronic Switch. A chalcogenide material 
may be a material that includes at least one element from 
column VI of the periodic table or may be a material that 
includes one or more of the chalcogen elements, e.g., any of 
the elements of tellurium, sulfur, or selenium. 
0016 Referring to FIG. 1, in accordance with one 
embodiment of the present invention, a planar insulator 10, 
Such as an interlayer dielectric, may be overlaid by a row 
line conductor 12. The row line conductor 12 may be 
chemical vapor deposited titanium silicon nitride. In one 
embodiment, the row line conductor may be about 2500 
Angstroms in thickness. Overlying the row line conductor 
12 may be a planar insulator 14. In one embodiment, the 
insulator 14 is blanket deposited, patterned, and etched to 
form openings which are filled by the resistive plugs 16. 
These resistive plugs 16 constitute the lower electrode of a 
phase change memory cell. In other words, each plug 16 
may be used as the lower electrode of a different phase 
change memory cell. The lower electrodes may be made of 
material which is oxidizable Such as chemical vapor depos 
ited titanium silicon nitride. 

0017 Referring to FIG. 2, a stack of layers may be 
deposited to form a phase change memory cell and/or a 
select device which, in one embodiment, may be an ovonic 
threshold Switch. Initially, the phase change memory mate 
rial or chalcogenide 18 may be deposited, for example, to a 
thickness of 500 Angstroms. Then, a top electrode 20 may 
be deposited, for example, to a thickness of 300 Angstroms. 
The top electrode may be TiAIN (titanium aluminum nitride) 
or a composite film of Ti/TiN (titanium/titanium nitride) in 
one embodiment. Next, in some embodiments, a barrier film 
22 may be formed. The barrier film may be up to 100 
Angstroms in thickness in Some cases. 
0018. In an embodiment using an ovonic threshold 
switch, an ovonic threshold switch lower electrode 24 may 
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be deposited. In one embodiment, the lower electrode 24 
may be formed of carbon and may be 300 Angstroms thick. 
Next, the ovonic threshold switch material 26 may be 
deposited. It may be a chalcogenide which is 500 Angstroms 
thick in one embodiment. It may be formed of a material 
which does not change phase. Finally, an upper electrode 28 
may be deposited. It may be formed of TiAIN or a composite 
film of Ti/TiN, titanium, or titanium nitride in some embodi 
ments. For example, it may be between 50 and 2000 
Angstroms thick. 
0.019 Referring to FIG. 3. (showing only a portion of the 
structure shown in FIG. 2) the structure shown in FIG. 2 
may be patterned and etched to form a large number of 
memory array cells, although only two are shown in FIG. 3. 
In one embodiment, the cells may be defined by a patterned 
hard mask 34 which is applied over the upper electrode 28. 
Next, the upper electrode 28 is etched, using the pre 
patterned hard mask 34 as a mask in Some embodiments. 
The etch proceeds down to the uppermost layer which, in the 
embodiment illustrated in FIG. 3, is the ovonic threshold 
Switch material 26. By etching only partially and stopping at 
the layer 26, exposure of the lower chalcogenide 18 at this 
stage to an oxidizing environment to remove a photoresist 
pattern that was utilized to patterned the memory array cells 
is prevented. 
0020 Moreover, photoresist used in patterning and etch 
ing may be removed using an oxygen plasma with the 
chalcogenide 18 protected by the overlying layers 20-26. 
Therefore, oxygen infiltration through the layer 18 to the 
lower electrode 16 is reduced or eliminated to this stage. 
0021. In some embodiments, processing steps may be 
done in low oxygen atmospheres in order to prevent oxygen 
infiltration which may adversely affect the lower electrodes 
16. For example, in-process wafers can be stored in a 
nitrogen environment prior to processing. In some embodi 
ments, resist Stripping may be done in a process which does 
not use a high temperature oxygen plasma step but, rather, 
is done in a wet bath and/or only a low temperature oxygen 
plasma resist Strip is utilized. 
0022. In some embodiments of the present invention, 
sidewall spacer layer 50 may be applied, as shown in FIG. 
4. The sidewall spacer layer 50 may be anisotropically 
etched as indicated in FIG. 5. 

0023 Then, as shown in FIG. 6, the cells may be 
singularized by patterning and etching down to the insulator 
14. Thus, the width of the etched stack over the lower 
electrode 16 is increased by virtue of the provision of the 
sidewall spacers 50 in some embodiments. 
0024 Finally, as shown in FIG. 7, an oxidation barrier 52 
may be blanket deposited. As examples, the oxidation bar 
rier 52 may be silicon nitride, S.O.N., ALO, (aluminum 
oxide), or other materials of sufficient thickness to prevent 
oxygen infiltration through the chalcogenide 18 that would 
adversely affect the lower electrode 16. Similarly, it may be 
appreciated that the wider width of the stacks may also 
reduce oxygen infiltration since defused oxygen must pass 
through a longer thickness of chalcogenide 18 to reach the 
lower electrode 16. 

0025. In some embodiments, wafers may be directly 
transferred to an oxygen barrier deposition tool while still 
under vacuum from the etch chamber. For example, this may 
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be done in the same cluster tool. As another example, the 
wafer may be loaded into a pod that is either under vacuum 
or purged with argon or nitrogen. 
0026. In some embodiments, silicon nitride may be 
deposited by plasma enhanced chemical vapor deposition. 
Silicon nitride may also be formed by atomic layer deposi 
tion. Likewise, aluminum oxide may be formed by atomic 
layer deposition. 

0027 Thus, it may be appreciated that, in some embodi 
ments, the lower electrode 16 is only exposed to oxygen 
infiltration after an oxidation barrier has been completed. 
0028. After applying the oxidation barrier 52, an overly 
ing oxide 54, such as a high deposition pressure (HDP) 
oxide, is applied in some embodiments. An HDP oxide 54 
application would normally cause oxidation of the lower 
electrode if the chalcogenide 18 were not already protected 
by the oxidation barrier 52. 
0029. A series connected select device, including the 
Switch material 26, may be used to access a memory 
element, including the chalcogenide 18, during program 
ming or reading of memory element. A select device may be 
an ovonic threshold switch that can be made of a chalco 
genide alloy that does not exhibit an amorphous to crystal 
line phase change and which undergoes rapid, electric field 
initiated change in electrical conductivity that persists only 
So long as a holding Voltage is present. 
0030 A select device may operate as a switch that is 
either “off” or “on” depending on the amount of voltage 
potential applied across the memory cell, and more particu 
larly whether the current through the select device exceeds 
its threshold current or Voltage, which then triggers the 
device into the on state. The off state may be a substantially 
electrically nonconductive state and the on state may be a 
Substantially conductive state, with less resistance than the 
off state. 

0031. In the on state, the voltage across the select device 
is equal to its holding Voltage V plus IXRon, where Ron is 
the dynamic resistance from the extrapolated X-axis inter 
cept, V. For example, a select device may have threshold 
Voltages and, if a Voltage potential less than the threshold 
Voltage of a select device is applied across the select device, 
then the select device may remain “off” or in a relatively 
high resistive state so that little or no electrical current 
passes through the memory cell and most of the Voltage drop 
from selected row to selected column is across the select 
device. Alternatively, if a Voltage potential greater than the 
threshold Voltage of a select device is applied across the 
select device, then the select device may “turn on, i.e., 
operate in a relatively low resistive state so that electrical 
current passes through the memory cell. In other words, one 
or more series connected select devices may be in a Sub 
stantially electrically nonconductive state if less than a 
predetermined Voltage potential, e.g., the threshold Voltage, 
is applied across select devices. Select devices may be in a 
substantially conductive state if greater than the predeter 
mined Voltage potential is applied across select devices. 
Select devices may also be referred to as an access device, 
an isolation device, or a Switch. 

0032. In one embodiment, each select device may com 
prise a Switching material such as, for example, a chalco 
genide alloy, and may be referred to as an ovonic threshold 
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Switch, or simply an ovonic Switch. The Switching material 
of select devices may be a material in a Substantially 
amorphous state positioned between two electrodes that may 
be repeatedly and reversibly switched between a higher 
resistance “off” state (e.g., greater than about ten megaO 
hms) and a relatively lower resistance “on” state (e.g., about 
one thousand Ohms in series with V) by application of a 
predetermined electrical current or Voltage potential. In this 
embodiment, each select device may be a two terminal 
device that may have a current-Voltage (I-V) characteristic 
similar to a phase change memory element that is in the 
amorphous state. However, unlike a phase change memory 
element, the Switching material of select devices may not 
change phase. That is, the Switching material of select 
devices may not be a programmable material, and, as a 
result, select devices may not be a memory device capable 
of storing information. For example, the Switching material 
of select devices may remain permanently amorphous and 
the I-V characteristic may remain the same throughout the 
operating life. 

0033. In the low voltage or low electric field mode, i.e., 
where the Voltage applied across select device is less than a 
threshold voltage (labeled V), a select device may be “off 
or nonconducting, and exhibit a relatively high resistance, 
e.g., greater than about 10 megaohms. The select device may 
remain in the off state until a sufficient Voltage, e.g., VT, is 
applied, or a sufficient current is applied, e.g., IT, that may 
switch the select device to a conductive, relatively low 
resistance on state. After a Voltage potential of greater than 
about Vr is applied across the select device, the Voltage 
potential across the select device may drop ('snapback') to 
a holding voltage potential. V. Snapback may refer to the 
Voltage difference between VT and V of a select device. 
0034. In the on state, the voltage potential across select 
device may remain close to the holding Voltage of V as 
current passing through select device is increased. The select 
device may remain on until the current through the select 
device drops below a holding current, I. Below this value, 
the select device may turn off and return to a relatively high 
resistance, nonconductive off state until the VT and IT are 
exceeded again. 

0035) In some embodiments, only one select device may 
be used. In other embodiments, more than two select devices 
may be used. A single select device may have a V about 
equal to its threshold Voltage, V.T. (a voltage difference less 
than the threshold voltage of the memory element) to avoid 
triggering a reset bit when the select device triggers from a 
threshold voltage to a lower holding voltage called the 
Snapback Voltage. An another example, the threshold current 
of the memory element may be about equal to the threshold 
current of the access device even though its Snapback 
Voltage is greater than the memory element's reset bit 
threshold voltage. 

0036) One or more MOS or bipolar transistors or one or 
more diodes (either MOS or bipolar) may be used as the 
select device. If a diode is used, the bit may be selected by 
lowering the row line from a higher deselect level. As a 
further non-limiting example, if an n-channel MOS transis 
tor is used as a select device with its source, for example, at 
ground, the row line may be raised to select the memory 
element connected between the drain of the MOS transistor 
and the column line. When a single MOS or single bipolar 
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transistor is used as the select device, a control voltage level 
may be used on a “row line' to turn the select device on and 
off to access the memory element. 
0037 Programming of the chalcogenide 18 to alter the 
state or phase of the material may be accomplished by 
applying Voltage potentials to the lower electrode 16 and 
upper electrode 28, thereby generating a Voltage potential 
across the select device and memory element. When the 
Voltage potential is greater than the threshold Voltages of 
select device and memory element, then an electrical current 
may flow through the chalcogenide 18 in response to the 
applied Voltage potentials, and may result in heating of the 
chalcogenide 18. 

0038. This heating may alter the memory state or phase 
of the chalcogenide 18. Altering the phase or state of the 
chalcogenide 18 may alter the electrical characteristic of 
memory material, e.g., the resistance of the material may be 
altered by altering the phase of the memory material. 
Memory material may also be referred to as a programmable 
resistive material. 

0039. In the “reset' state, memory material may be in an 
amorphous or semi-amorphous state and in the “set' state, 
memory material may be in an a crystalline or semi 
crystalline State. The resistance of memory material in the 
amorphous or semi-amorphous state may be greater than the 
resistance of memory material in the crystalline or semi 
crystalline State. It is to be appreciated that the association 
of reset and set with amorphous and crystalline states, 
respectively, is a convention and that at least an opposite 
convention may be adopted. 

0040. Using electrical current, memory material may be 
heated to a relatively higher temperature to amorphosize 
memory material and “reset’ memory material (e.g., pro 
gram memory material to a logic “0” value). Heating the 
volume of memory material to a relatively lower crystalli 
Zation temperature may crystallize memory material and 
"set’ memory material (e.g., program memory material to a 
logic “1” value). Various resistances of memory material 
may be achieved to store information by varying the amount 
of current flow and duration through the volume of memory 
material. 

0041 Turning to FIG. 8, a portion of a system 500 in 
accordance with an embodiment of the present invention is 
described. System 500 may be used in wireless devices such 
as, for example, a personal digital assistant (PDA), a laptop 
or portable computer with wireless capability, a web tablet, 
a wireless telephone, a pager, an instant messaging device, 
a digital music player, a digital camera, or other devices that 
may be adapted to transmit and/or receive information 
wirelessly. System 500 may be used in any of the following 
systems: a wireless local area network (WLAN) system, a 
wireless personal area network (WPAN) system, a cellular 
network, although the Scope of the present invention is not 
limited in this respect. 
0.042 System 500 may include a controller 510, an input/ 
output (I/O) device 520 (e.g. a keypad, display), static 
random access memory (SRAM) 560, a memory 530, and a 
wireless interface 540 coupled to each other via a bus 550. 
A battery 580 may be used in some embodiments. It should 
be noted that the scope of the present invention is not limited 
to embodiments having any or all of these components. 
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0.043 Controller 510 may comprise, for example, one or 
more microprocessors, digital signal processors, microcon 
trollers, or the like. Memory 530 may be used to store 
messages transmitted to or by system 500. Memory 530 may 
also optionally be used to store instructions that are executed 
by controller 510 during the operation of system 500, and 
may be used to store user data. Memory 530 may be 
provided by one or more different types of memory. For 
example, memory 530 may comprise any type of random 
access memory, a volatile memory, a non-volatile memory 
Such as a flash memory and/or a memory Such as memory 
discussed herein. 

0044) I/O device 520 may be used by a user to generate 
a message. System 500 may use wireless interface 540 to 
transmit and receive messages to and from a wireless 
communication network with a radio frequency (RF) signal. 
Examples of wireless interface 540 may include an antenna 
or a wireless transceiver, although the scope of the present 
invention is not limited in this respect. 
0045 References throughout this specification to “one 
embodiment' or “an embodiment’ mean that a particular 
feature, structure, or characteristic described in connection 
with the embodiment is included in at least one implemen 
tation encompassed within the present invention. Thus, 
appearances of the phrase “one embodiment’ or “in an 
embodiment are not necessarily referring to the same 
embodiment. Furthermore, the particular features, struc 
tures, or characteristics may be instituted in other suitable 
forms other than the particular embodiment illustrated and 
all such forms may be encompassed within the claims of the 
present application. 

0046 While the present invention has been described 
with respect to a limited number of embodiments, those 
skilled in the art will appreciate numerous modifications and 
variations therefrom. It is intended that the appended claims 
cover all such modifications and variations as fall within the 
true spirit and scope of this present invention. 

What is claimed is: 
1. A method comprising: 
forming a chalcogenide over a lower electrode of a phase 

change memory; and 
reducing oxygen exposure of said chalcogenide layer to 

reduce oxidation of said lower electrode. 
2. The method of claim 1 including forming a stack 

including an upper electrode, the chalcogenide, and a lower 
electrode. 

3. The method of claim 2 including using photoresist to 
pattern and etch said upper electrode. 

4. The method of claim 3 including refraining from using 
a high temperature oxygen plasma treatment to remove said 
photoresist. 

5. The method of claim 3 including stopping the etching 
of said Stack before reaching said chalcogenide. 

6. The method of claim 4 including stopping the etching 
of said stack before reaching a layer which overlies the 
chalcogenide. 

7. The method of claim 6 including removing the photo 
resist before removing the layer overlying said chalco 
genide. 
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8. The method of claim 7 including forming a stack 
including an ovonic threshold Switch, as well as said upper 
electrode, and etching through said upper electrode down to 
said ovonic threshold switch. 

9. The method of claim 8 including applying an oxidation 
barrier layer after etching through said chalcogenide. 

10. The method of claim 1 including forming a stack 
including an upper electrode, the chalcogenide, and covering 
said stack with an oxidation barrier to prevent oxygen 
infiltration into said chalcogenide. 

11. A phase change memory comprising: 
a chalcogenide layer, 

a lower electrode under said chalcogenide layer; and 
an oxidation barrier over said chalcogenide layer and 

lower electrode. 
12. The memory of claim 11 wherein said oxidation 

barrier is formed of a material selected from the group 
including silicon nitride, S.O.N., and aluminum oxide. 

13. The memory of claim 11 including an ovonic thresh 
old switch. 

14. The memory of claim 13 wherein said ovonic thresh 
old Switch is formed over said chalcogenide layer. 

15. The memory of claim 11 including an oxide over said 
oxidation barrier. 

16. The memory of claim 11 including a chalcogenide 
layer and at least one upper electrode having aligned side 
edges to form a stack, said oxidation barrier formed over 
said aligned side edges. 

17. The memory of claim 16 including an ovonic thresh 
old Switch in said stack. 

18. The memory of claim 11 including a stack of layers 
including said chalcogenide layer, a top electrode, a barrier 
film over said top electrode, and an ovonic threshold switch 
over said barrier film. 

19. The memory of claim 18 wherein said ovonic thresh 
old Switch includes a chalcogenide material that does not 
change phase. 

20. The memory of claim 19 including an electrode over 
said ovonic threshold switch. 

21. A system comprising: 

a controller; 

a static random access memory coupled to said controller; 
and 

a phase change memory including a lower electrode, a 
chalcogenide layer over said lower electrode, and an 
oxidation barrier over said chalcogenide layer and said 
lower electrode. 

22. The system of claim 21 wherein said oxidation barrier 
is formed of a material selected from the group including 
silicon nitride, S.O.N., and aluminum oxide. 

23. The system of claim 21 wherein said phase change 
memory includes an ovonic threshold Switch. 

24. The system of claim 23 wherein said ovonic threshold 
Switch is formed over said chalcogenide layer. 

25. The system of claim 21 wherein said phase change 
memory includes an oxide over said oxidation barrier. 

26. The system of claim 21 wherein said phase change 
memory includes a chalcogenide layer and at least one upper 
electrode having aligned side edges to form a stack, said 
oxidation barrier formed over said aligned side edges. 
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27. The system of claim 26 including an ovonic threshold 29. The system of claim 28 wherein said ovonic threshold 
Switch in said Stack. Switch includes a chalcogenide material that does not change 

28. The system of claim 21 wherein said phase change phase. 
memory includes a stack of layers including said chalco- 30. The system of claim 29 including an electrode over 
genide layer, a top electrode, a barrier film over said top said ovonic threshold switch. 
electrode, and an ovonic threshold switch over said barrier 
film. k . . . . 


