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PIXEL CIRCUIT, SOLID-STATE IMAGE
PICKUP DEVICE, AND CAMERA SYSTEM

RELATED APPLICATION DATA

This application 1s a continuation of U.S. patent applica-
tion Ser. No. 13/126,790 filed Apr. 29, 2011, which 1s a
national stage filing of PCT/JP2009/069848 filed on Nov. 25,
2009, the entireties of which are incorporated herein by ret-
erence to the extent permitted by law. The present application
claims the benefit of priority to Japanese Patent Application
No. JP 2008-312413 filed on Dec. 8, 2008 1n the Japan Patent
Office, the entirety of which 1s incorporated by reference
herein to the extent permitted by law.

TECHNICAL FIELD

The present invention relates to a pixel circuit represented
by a CMOS 1mage sensor, a solid-state image pickup device,

and a camera system.

BACKGROUND ART

Recently, CMOS 1magers for a digital still camera, a cam-
corder, a security camera, and the like have been widely used
and markets have also extended.

The CMOS 1mager converts light incident on each pixel
into electrons by a photodiode, which 1s a photoelectric con-
version element, accumulates the electrons for a fixed period
of time, digitalizes a signal reflecting an accumulated electric
charge amount thereot, and outputs the digitalized signal to
the outside.

FIG. 1 1s a diagram showing an example of a pixel circuit
including four transistors in one unit pixel.

A pixel circuit PX1 of one unit has a photo diode 1, a
transier transistor 2, a reset transistor 3, an amplifier transistor
4, a row selection transistor 5, an accumulation node 6, and
floating diffusion (FD, a floating diffusion layer) 7.

A gate electrode of the transfer transistor 2 1s connected to
a transter line 8, and a gate electrode of the reset transistor 3
1s connected to a reset line 9. A gate electrode of the amplifier

transistor 4 1s connected to the FD 7, and a gate electrode of

the row selection transistor 5 1s connected to a row selection
line 10. A source of the row selection transistor 5 1s connected
to a vertical signal line 11.

A constant current circuit 12 and a sensing circuit 13 are
connected to the vertical signal line 11.

In the pixel circuit PX1, light incident on a silicon substrate
of a pixel generates pairs of electrons and holes, and the
clectrons thereot are focused and accumulated 1n the node 6
by the photodiode 1. The electrons are ultimately read as a
signal directed to the vertical signal line 11.

Hereinafter, specific operations of electric charge accumu-
lation and read will be described with reference to FIG. 2.
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FIGS. 2(A) to 2(D) are diagrams showing a timing chart ol 55

the pixel circuit of FIG. 1.

First, a pixel 1s reset ahead of electric charge accumulation.
Thereby, the reset line 9 and the transter line 8 are set to a high
level, so that the reset transistor 3 and the transter transistor 2

are 1 an ON state. For example, this 1s an operation of 60

transierring a power supply voltage of 3 V to the accumula-
tion node 6 of the photodiode.

Thereby, a potential of the accumulation node 6 rises and
the electrons accumulated therein are extracted.

In a hole-accumulation diode (HAD) that has recently
become mainstream, the accumulation node 6 1s formed 1n an
n-type buried diffusion layer interposed between p-type lay-

65
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ers, and all electrons are discharged, so that 1t 1s 1n a tull
depletion state. An increase of the potential of the node 6 1s
also stopped at a point 1n time when all the electrons have
been discharged, and its level becomes a predetermined level
lower than the power supply voltage 3 V.

Thereatter, the transfer line 8 has a low level and the trans-
fer transistor 2 1s turned off, so that the accumulation node 6
1s 1n the floating state and new electric charge accumulation 1s
started. During the electric charge accumulation, the reset
transistor 3 1s normally turned off.

In general, the above-described pixel reset operation 1s
used as an electronic shutter operation of a CMOS 1mage
SENSOr.

Next, an operation of reading the accumulated electric
charge will be described.

First, the row selection line 10 has a high level and the row
selection transistor 5 1s turned on, so that the amplifier tran-
sistor 4 of the pixel 1s connected to the vertical signal line 11.

Here, the vertical signal line 11 connected to the amplifier
transistor 4 and the constant current circuit 12 form a source
tollower circuit, and a potential V1 of the FD 7, which 1s 1ts
input, and a potential Vsl of the vertical signal line 11, which
1s 1ts output, have a linear relationship close to a variation ratio
of 1.

That 1s, 1f a current value of the constant current circuit 12
1s 1, the following expression 1s 1deally established.

i=(LaVERH(VI=Vih—-Vsl)2,

[Expression 1]

where [3 1s a constant.

Here, (VI-Vth-Vsl) becomes constant, and a variation of
VT 1s linearly reflected 1n Vsl.

That 1s, the source follower circuit operates as an amplifier
circuit in which a gain 1s about 1, and drives the vertical signal
line 11 according to a signal amount of the FD 7, which 1s an
input node.

Here, the power supply voltage 3V 1s transierred to the FD
7 by switching the reset line 9 to a high level and turming on
the reset transistor 3.

Further, after the reset transistor 3 1s turned off, first sensing
ol the potential Vsl of the vertical signal line 11 1s performed
by a sensing circuit 13 constituted by a comparator, an analog/
digital converter (ADC), or the like. This 1s the read of a reset
signal.

Next, electrons accumulated 1n the accumulation node 6
flows into the FD 7 by switching the transfer line 8 to the high
level and turning on the transfer transistor 2.

In this case, 11 the potential of the FD 7 1s suiliciently deep,
that 1s, a high potential, all the electrons accumulated 1n the
accumulation node 6 are discharged to the FD 7, and the
accumulation node 6 1s 1n the full depletion state.

Here, the transfer transistor 2 1s turned off and second
sensing of the potential of the vertical signal line 11 1s per-
formed. This 1s the read of an accumulated signal.

A difference between the first sensing and the second sens-
ing of the above-described Vsl accurately retlects an electric
charge amount accumulated in the accumulation node 6 by
exposure of the photodiode 1.

The CMOS 1mager digitalizes the difference and outputs
the digitalized result to the outside as a pixel signal value. An
clectron accumulation time of each pixel 1s a period of time
between the reset operation and the read operation described
above, and accurately, 1s a period T1 until the transfer tran-
sistor 2 1s turned oif 1n the read after the transier transistor 2
1s reset and then turned off.

In general, 1n a CMOS type imager, accumulated electrons
generated by the photoelectric conversion element are con-
verted 1nto an analog signal of the vertical signal line 11 via
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the amplifier circuit for each pixel, and the analog signal 1s
transierred to the sensing circuit 13.
Further, the analog signal 1s converted into a digital signal
by the ADC, and the digital signal 1s output outside a chip.
This 1s significantly different from a CCD type imager in
which accumulated electrons themselves are vertically/hori-

zontally transferred by a CCD transier immediately before a
chip output amplifier circuit.

SUMMARY OF INVENTION
Technical Problem

Incidentally, because the photoelectrically converted elec-
trons are completely transferred during a read operation in the
above-described pixel circuit, 1t 1s necessary to maintain a
potential after the transfer of the FD 7, which 1s an input node
of the amplifier circuit 118, to be higher than that of the
photodiode 1 during full depletion.

However, a dynamic range of the potential of the FD 7 1s
limited, so that there 1s a disadvantage 1n that 1t 1s not possible
to sufficiently increase a potential variation amount AVT and
increase an S/N ratio.

Further, because a saturated accumulated electric charge
amount (Js of the photodiode corresponds to the number of
donors within 1ts diffusion layer, the potential during the full
depletion normally becomes deep (as a high potential) 11 the
saturated accumulated electric charge amount Qs 1s
increased. Thereby, the range of the potential variation
amount AVT 1s 1n a narrower direction.

A problem of this transfer margin serves as a large limita-
tion in design.

The present mnvention 1s made 1n view of the above-men-
tioned 1ssue, and aims to provide a pixel circuit, a solid-state
image pickup device, and a camera system that can facilitate
an electric charge transfer within a pixel, improve an amount
of accumulated electric charge or sensitivity, and improve
image pickup capability.

Solution to Problem

According to a first aspect of the present invention, there 1s
provided a pixel circuit including: a photoelectric conversion
clement; an amplifier circuit; and a transfer transistor for
transierring electric charge generated by the photoelectric
conversion element to an iput node of the amplifier circuat,
wherein the transfer transistor has first, second, and third field
elfect transistors integrated and connected 1n series from the
photoelectric conversion element to a side of the amplifier
circuit, the first and second field effect transistors have gate
clectrodes to be simultaneously collectively driven, and a
threshold voltage of the first field effect transistor 1s set to be
higher than that of the second field effect transistor, and as the
gate electrodes are driven step by step, the electric charge
generated by the photoelectric conversion element and trans-
terred via the first field effect transistor 1s accumulated 1n a
channel region of the second field etfect transistor, and the
clectric charge accumulated 1n the channel region 1s trans-
ferred to an mput of the amplifier circuit via the third field
cifect transistor, and wherein the amplifier circuit drives a
signal line, so that the accumulated electric charge 1s read.

According to a second aspect ol the present invention, there
1s provided a pixel circuit including: a photoelectric conver-
s1on element; an amplifier circuit; and a transfer transistor for
transierring electric charge generated by the photoelectric
conversion element to an mput node of the amplifier circuat,
wherein the transfer transistor has first and second field effect
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transistors ntegrated and connected 1n series from the pho-
toelectric conversion element to a side of the amplifier circuit,
the first and second field eflect transistors have gate elec-
trodes to be simultaneously collectively driven, and a thresh-
old voltage of the first field effect transistor 1s set to be higher
than that of the second field effect transistor, and as the gate
clectrodes are driven step by step, a predetermined amount of
clectric charge generated by the photoelectric conversion ele-
ment and transferred via the first field effect transistor 1s
accumulated 1n a channel region of the second field effect
transistor, and the electric charge accumulated in the channel
region 1s transferred to an input of the amplifier circuit, and
wherein the amplifier circuit drives a signal line, so that the
accumulated electric charge 1s read.

According to a third aspect of the present invention, there 1s
provided a solid-state 1mage pickup device including: a pixel
section where a plurality of pixel circuits are arranged; and a
pixel driving section for reading a pixel signal by driving a
pixel circuit of the pixel section, wherein each pixel circuit
has: a photoelectric conversion element; an amplifier circuit;
and a transfer transistor for transferring electric charge gen-
erated by the photoelectric conversion element to an 1mnput
node of the amplifier circuit, wherein the transfer transistor
has first, second, and third field effect transistors integrated
and connected 1n series from the photoelectric conversion
clement to a side of the amplifier circuit, the first and second
field effect transistors have gate electrodes to be simulta-
neously collectively driven, and a threshold voltage of the first
field effect transistor 1s set to be higher than that of the second
field effect transistor, and as the gate electrodes are driven by
the pixel driving section step by step, the electric charge
generated by the photoelectric conversion element and trans-
terred via the first field effect transistor 1s accumulated 1n a
channel region of the second field effect transistor, and the
clectric charge accumulated 1n the channel region 1s trans-
terred to an mput of the amplifier circuit via the third field
elfect transistor, and wherein the amplifier circuit drives a
signal line, so that the accumulated electric charge i1s read.

According to a fourth aspect of the present invention, there
1s provided a solid-state 1mage pickup device including: a
pixel section where a plurality of pixel circuits are arranged;
and a pixel driving section for reading a pixel signal by
driving a pixel circuit of the pixel section, wherein each pixel
circuit has: a photoelectric conversion element; an amplifier
circuit; and a transfer transistor for transferring electric
charge generated by the photoelectric conversion element to
an input node of the amplifier circuit, wherein the transfer
transistor has first and second field effect transistors inte-
grated and connected in series from the photoelectric conver-
sion element to a side of the amplifier circuit, the first and
second field effect transistors have gate electrodes to be
simultaneously collectively driven, and a threshold voltage of
the first field effect transistor 1s set to be higher than that of the
second field effect transistor, and as the gate electrodes are
driven by the pixel driving section step by step, a predeter-
mined amount of electric charge generated by the photoelec-
tric conversion element and transferred via the first field effect
transistor 1s accumulated 1n a channel region of the second
field effect transistor, and the electric charge accumulated 1n
the channel region 1s transferred to an mput of the amplifier
circuit, and wherein the amplifier circuit drives a signal line,
so that the accumulated electric charge 1s read.

According to a fifth aspect of the present invention, there 1s
provided a camera system including: a solid-state 1mage
pickup device; an optical system for forming an image of a
subject on the 1mage pickup device; and a signal processing
circuit for processing an output image signal of the image
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pickup device, wherein the solid-state 1mage pickup device
has: a pixel section where a plurality of pixel circuits are
arranged; and a pixel driving section for reading a pixel signal
by driving a pixel circuit of the pixel section, wherein each
pixel circuit has: a photoelectric conversion element; an
amplifier circuit; and a transfer transistor for transferring
clectric charge generated by the photoelectric conversion ele-
ment to an mput node of the amplifier circuit, wherein the
transfer transistor has first, second, and third field effect tran-
sistors integrated and connected 1n series from the photoelec-
tric conversion element to a side of the amplifier circuit, the
first and second field effect transistors have gate electrodes to
be simultaneously collectively driven, and a threshold voltage
of the first field effect transistor 1s set to be higher than that of
the second field effect transistor, and as the gate electrodes are
driven by the pixel driving section step by step, the electric
charge generated by the photoelectric conversion element and
transierred via the first field effect transistor 1s accumulated in
a channel region of the second field effect transistor, and the
clectric charge accumulated 1n the channel region 1s trans-
ferred to an mput of the amplifier circuit via the third field
elfect transistor, and wherein the amplifier circuit drives a
signal line, so that the accumulated electric charge 1s read.

According to a sixth aspect of the present invention, there
1s provided a camera system including: a solid-state image
pickup device; an optical system for forming an image of a
subject on the 1mage pickup device; and a signal processing
circuit for processing an output image signal of the image
pickup device, wherein the solid-state 1image pickup device
has: a pixel section where a plurality of pixel circuits are
arranged; and a pixel driving section for reading a pixel signal
by driving a pixel circuit of the pixel section, wherein each
pixel circuit has: a photoelectric conversion element; an
amplifier circuit; and a transfer transistor for transferring
clectric charge generated by the photoelectric conversion ele-
ment to an mput node of the amplifier circuit, wherein the
transfer transistor has first and second field effect transistors
integrated and connected 1n series from the photoelectric
conversion element to a side of the amplifier circuit, the first
and second field effect transistors have gate electrodes to be
simultaneously collectively driven, and a threshold voltage of
the first field etfect transistor 1s set to be higher than that of the
second field eflect transistor, and as the gate electrodes are
driven by the pixel driving section step by step, a predeter-
mined amount of electric charge generated by the photoelec-
tric conversion element and transterred via the first field effect
transistor 1s accumulated 1n a channel region of the second
field ettfect transistor, and the electric charge accumulated 1n
the channel region 1s transterred to an mput of the amplifier
circuit, and wherein the amplifier circuit drives a signal line,
so that the accumulated electric charge 1s read.

Advantageous Effects of Invention

According to the present invention, an electric charge
transier within a pixel can be facilitated, an amount of accu-
mulated electric charge or sensitivity can be improved, and
image pickup capability can be improved.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF DRAWINGS

FIG. 1 1s a diagram showing an example of a pixel circuit.

FIG. 2 1s a diagram showing a timing chart of the pixel
circuit of FIG. 1.

FIG. 3 1s a diagram showing a configuration example of a
CMOS mmage sensor (solid-state image pickup device) adopt-
ing a pixel circuit according to an embodiment of the present
invention.

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

60

65

6

FIG. 4 1s a diagram showing a pixel circuit of a CMOS
image sensor according to a first embodiment of the present
invention.

FIG. 5 1s a diagram showing an equivalent circuit of a
transier circuit including a transfer transistor of the pixel
circuit according to the first embodiment.

FIG. 6 1s a diagram showing a cross-sectional structure
example of the transier circuit of FIG. 3.

FIG. 7 1s a diagram showing a potential change accompa-
nying a read transier operation using the transier circuit of the
pixel circuit according to the first embodiment.

FIG. 8 1s a diagram showing a timing chart when reset,
clectric charge accumulation, and read operations are per-
formed in the pixel circuit of FIG. 4.

FIG. 9 1s a diagram showing an equivalent circuit of a

transfer circuit including a transfer transistor of the pixel
circuit of FIG. 1.

FIG. 10 1s a diagram showing a potential change accom-

panying a read transier operation using the pixel circuit as
shown in FIGS. 1 and 3.

FIG. 11 1s a diagram showing a pixel circuit of a CMOS
image sensor according to a second embodiment of the
present invention.

FIG. 12 1s a diagram showing a pixel circuit of a CMOS
image sensor according to a third embodiment of the present
ivention.

FIG. 13 1s a diagram showing a potential change accom-
panying a read transfer operation using the pixel circuit
according to the third embodiment.

FIG. 14 1s a diagram showing a timing chart when reset,
clectric charge accumulation, and read operations are per-
formed in the pixel circuit of FIG. 12.

FIG. 15 15 a diagram showing a pixel circuit of a CMOS
image sensor according to a fourth embodiment of the present
invention.

FIG. 16 1s adiagram showing a timing chart of an operation
of a fifth embodiment.

FIG. 17 1s adiagram showing a timing chart of an operation
ol a sixth embodiment.

FIG. 18 1s a diagram showing a timing chart of a pixel
operation adopting an intermediate retention mode and
improving a large-capacity accumulation operation of the
fifth embodiment 1n a seventh embodiment.

FIG. 19 1s a diagram showing a timing chart of a pixel
operation adopting an intermediate retention mode and
improving a large-capacity accumulation operation of the
sixth embodiment 1n an eighth embodiment.

FI1G. 20 1s adiagram showing a timing chart of an operation
of a ninth embodiment 1n which a global shutter function 1s
mounted in the first embodiment.

FIG. 21 1s adiagram showing a timing chart of an operation
of a tenth embodiment 1n which a global shutter function 1s
mounted in the third embodiment.

FIG. 22 1s a first potential change diagram illustrating an
example of a wide dynamic timing range operation of an
cleventh embodiment using a configuration of the first
embodiment.

FI1G. 23 1s a second potential change diagram illustrating an
example of a wide dynamic range operation of the eleventh
embodiment using the configuration of the first embodiment.

FIG. 24 1s a diagram showing a timing chart of a wide
dynamic range correspondence operation according to the
cleventh embodiment.

FIG. 25 1s a diagram showing a timing chart of a wide
dynamic range operation of a twelfth embodiment using a
configuration of the third embodiment.
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FIG. 26 1s a diagram showing a pixel circuit of a CMOS
image sensor according to a thirteenth embodiment of the
present invention.

FIG. 27 1s a diagram showing an equivalent circuit of a
transter circuit including a transfer transistor of a pixel circuit
according to the thirteenth embodiment.

FIG. 28 1s a diagram showing a cross-sectional structure
example of the transier circuit of FIG. 27.

FIG. 29 1s a diagram showing a potential change accom-
panying aread transier operation using a transier circuit of the
pixel circuit according to the thirteenth embodiment.

FIG. 30 1s a diagram showing a pixel circuit of a CMOS
imager according to a fourteenth embodiment of the present
invention.

FIG. 31 1s a diagram showing a configuration example of a
transier circuit according to a fifteenth embodiment in which
a photodiode 1s replaced with a MOS capacitor with respect to
FIG. 6, which 1s the cross-sectional structure example corre-
sponding to the first embodiment.

FIG. 32 1s a diagram showing a cross-sectional structure
example of a transier circuit according to a sixteenth embodi-

ment having a cross-sectional structure different from the
transier circuit of the first embodiment.

FIG. 33 1s a diagram showing an example of a configura-
tion of a camera system to which a solid-state image pickup
device 1s applied according to an embodiment of the present
invention.

DESCRIPTION OF EMBODIMENTS

Hereinafter, preferred embodiments of the present mven-
tion will be described 1n detail with reference to the appended
drawings. Note that, 1n this specification and the drawings,
clements that have substantially the same function and struc-
ture are denoted with the same reference signs, and repeated
explanation 1s omitted.

Description will be given in the following order.

1. First Embodiment (First Configuration Example of Pixel
Circuit)

2. Second Embodiment (Second Configuration Example of
Pixel Circuit)

3. Third Embodiment (Third Configuration
Pixel Circuit)

4. Fourth Embodiment (Fourth Configuration
Pixel Circuit)

5. Fifth Embodiment (Flectric Charge Accumulation
Example Using Deep Depletion State)

6. Sixth Embodiment (Flectric Charge Accumulation
Example Using Deep Depletion State)

7. Seventh Embodiment (Intermediate Retention Mode)

8. Eighth Embodiment (Intermediate Retention Mode)

9. Ninth Embodiment (Global Shutter Function)

10. Tenth Embodiment (Global Shutter Function)

Example of

Example of

11. Eleventh Embodiment (Wide Dynamic Range Opera-
tion)

12. Twelfth Embodiment (Wide Dynamic Range Opera-
tion)

13. Thirteenth Embodiment (Fifth Configuration Example
of Pixel Circuit)

14. Fourteenth Embodiment (Sixth Configuration

Example of Pixel Circuit)

15. Fifteenth Embodiment (Another Cross-sectional Struc-
ture)

16. Sixteenth Embodiment (Another Cross-sectional
Structure)
17. Seventeenth Embodiment (Camera System)
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FIG. 3 1s a diagram showing a configuration example of a
CMOS mmage sensor (solid-state image pickup device) adopt-
ing a pixel circuit according to an embodiment of the present
invention.

A CMOS mmage sensor 100 has a pixel array section 110, a
row selection circuit (Vdec) 120 as a pixel driving section,
and a column read circuit (AFE) 130.

In the pixel array section 110, a plurality of pixel circuits
110A are arranged 1n a two-dimensional form (matrix form)
of M rowsxN columns.

According to this embodiment, the pixel circuit 110A basi-
cally includes a photoelectric conversion element, a transier
transistor, a reset transistor, an amplifier transistor, a row
selection transistor, an accumulation node, and FD (floating
diffusion).

In this regard, the transfer transistor of the pixel circuit
110A 1s formed of at least first and second 1insulating gate type
field effect transistors (MOS transistors) integrated and con-
nected 1n series as described later. The first and second MOS
transistors are formed of a transistor of a high threshold
voltage Vth and a transistor of a low threshold voltage Vth
having gate electrodes to be simultanecously collectively
driven.

A specific configuration of the pixel circuit 110A will be
described later.

A transter line 140 (LTRG), areset line 150 (LRST), and a
row selection line 160 (LSL) wired to the pixel array section
110 are wired 1n each row unit of a pixel arrangement as one
set.

M control lines are provided for each of the transfer line
140 (LTRG), the reset line 150 (LRST), and the row selection
line 160 (LSL).

The transfer line 140 (LTRG), the reset line 150 (LRST),
and the row selection line 160 (LSL) are driven by the row
selection circuit 120.

The row selection circuit 120 controls an operation of a
pixel arranged 1n any row of the pixel array section 110. The
row selection circuit 120 controls the pixel circuit through the
transier line 140 (LTRG), the reset line 150 (LRST), and the
row selection line 160 (LSL).

The column read circuit 130 recerves data of a pixel row 1n
which a read operation 1s under control of the row selection
circuit 120 via a vertical signal line (LSGN) 170, and transiers
the data to a rear-stage signal processing circuit. A constant
current circuit or a sensing circuit 1s connected to the vertical
signal line 170.

The column read circuit 130 includes a CDS circuit or an
ADC (analog-digital converter).

Hereinatter, a specific configuration example of the pixel
circuit of the CMOS 1mage sensor 100 having the configura-
tion as described above will be described.

1. First Embodiment

FIG. 4 1s a diagram showing a pixel circuit of a CMOS
image sensor according to a first embodiment of the present
invention.

The pixel circuit 110A (PX111) of one unit has a photo-
diode 111 as a photoelectric conversion element, a transfer
transistor 112, a reset transistor 113, an amplifier transistor
114, a row selection transistor 115, an accumulation node
116, and FD 117.

An amplifier circuit 118 1s formed of the amplifier transis-
tor 114, and an mmput node of the amplifier circuit 118 1s

formed of the FD 117.
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The transfer transistor 112 of the first embodiment 1s con-
nected between the photodiode 111 and the FD 117 as an
output node.

The transfer transistor 112 1s formed of at least a first MOS
transistor 1121, a second MOS transistor 1122, and a third

MOS transistor 1123 integrated and connected 1n series.

The first and second MOS transistors 1121 and 1122 are
formed of a transistor of a high threshold voltage Vth and a
transistor of a low threshold voltage Vth having gate elec-
trodes to be driven by a driving signal simultaneously collec-
tively applied.

The first MOS transistor 1121 1s formed of a transistor of a
high threshold voltage HVth, and the second MOS transistor
1122 1s formed of a transistor of a low threshold voltage LVth.

The gate electrodes of the first and second MOS transistors
1121 and 1122 are commonly connected to the transier line
140, and a gate electrode of the third MOS transistor 1123 1s

connected to a reference potential, for example, a ground

GND.

In this embodiment, the first, second, and third MOS tran-
sistors 1121, 1122, and 1123 are formed of n-channel MOS
(NMOS) transistors.

For example, the high threshold voltage HVth of the first
NMOS transistor 1121 1s set, for example, to 0V, and the low
threshold voltage LVth of the second NMOS transistor 1122
1s set, for example, to -1.5 V.

A threshold voltage of the third NMOS transistor 1s set to
-0.6 V.

The reset transistor 113 1s connected between a power
supply line and the FD 117, and 1ts gate electrode 1s connected
to the reset line 150.

A gate of the amplifier transistor 114 1s connected to the FD
117. The amplifier transistor 114 1s connected to the vertical
signal line 170 via the row selection transistor 115, and con-
stitutes a source follower with a constant current circuit 131
outside a pixel section.

A gate electrode of the row selection transistor 115 1s
connected to the row selection line 160. A source of the row
selection transistor 115 1s connected to the vertical signal line
170.

The constant current circuit 131 and a sensing circuit 132
are connected to the vertical signal line 170.

FIG. § 1s a diagram showing an equivalent circuit of a
transier circuit including the transier transistor of the pixel
circuit 110A according to the first embodiment.

In a transter circuit 200 of FIG. 5, reference numerals 201
and 202 denote gate electrodes, reference numeral 203
denotes parasitic capacitance, and reference numeral 118
denotes the amplifier circuit. The amplifier circuit 118 1s
formed of the amplifier transistor 114.

Electrons generated by photoelectric conversion in the
photodiode 111 are completely transierred to the FD 117,
which 1s the mnput node of the amplifier circuit 118, via the
first, second, and third NMOS transistors 1121, 1122, and
1123 integrated and connected 1n series.

In the integrated first, second, and third NMOS transistors
1121,1122, and 1123, channels are directly connected to each
other, not via an n-type diffusion layer or the like.

As described above, a driving signal i1s simultaneously
collectively applied to gate electrodes 201 of the first and
second NMOS transistors 1121 and 1122.

The first MOS transistor 1121 has the high threshold volt-
age HVth, and the second MOS transistor 1122 has the low
threshold voltage LVth.

The FD 117, which i1s the mput node, has the parasitic
capacitance 203, and 1ts potential variation amount AVT 1s as

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

60

65

10

follows 11 an accumulated electric charge amount 1s Q and a
parasitic capacitance value 1s CT.

[Expression 2]

AVI=Q/Cf

During a read operation, this displacement drives the ver-

tical signal line 170 at a fixed gain via the amplifier circuit
118.

FIG. 6 1s a diagram showing a cross-sectional structure

example of the transfer circuit of FIG. 5.

In the photodiode 111, a HAD structure 1n which the vicin-
ity of a silicon surface 1n contact with an oxide film has a
p-type 1s adopted.

Here, the photoelectrically converted electrons are initially
accumulated 1n an n-type diffusion node 204. The diffusion
node 204 corresponds to the accumulation node 116.

If a signal that turns on the first NMOS transistor 1121 1s
applied to the gate electrode 201, the electrons are transferred
to a channel region of the second NMOS transistor 1122 via
the first NMOS transistor 1121, and accumulated 1n the chan-
nel region.

For example, an impurnty profile of a channel portion 1s
adjusted, so that a threshold of the first NMOS transistor 1121

1s set to be high and a threshold of the second NMOS tran-
sistor 1122 1s setto be low. Thereby, a channel portion CH2 of
the second NMOS transistor 1122 forms an electron accumu-
lation well, and a channel portion CH1 of the first NMOS
transistor 1121 forms a potential wall of backtlow prevention.

On the other hand, the third NMOS transistor 1123 1s
controlled by an independent gate electrode 202.

A potential of a channel region of the third NMOS transis-
tor 1123 1s set to be shallower than that of the second NMOS
transistor 1122 (as a high potential) when an ON voltage 1s
applied to the gate electrode 201.

The potential of the channel region 1s set to be deeper than
that of the second NMOS transistor 1122 (as a low potential )
when an OFF voltage 1s applied to the gate electrode 201.

The gate electrode 202 of the third NMOS transistor 1123
may have a fixed potential, and may also be connected to a
power supply line, a ground line, or the like if an 1impurity
profile of a channel portion CH3 of the third NMOS transistor
1123, or the like 1s appropriately adjusted.

A diffusion layer 205 1s connected to an input of the ampli-
fier circuit 118, which 1s not shown 1n the cross-sectional
VIEW.

The third NMOS transistor 1123 functions as a separation
transistor.

Here, the first NMOS transistor 1121 and the second
NMOS transistor 1122 are considered two imndividual transis-
tors. However, they may also be considered a single NMOS
transistor having a gradient in the impurnty profile of the
channel portion 1t the gate electrodes are also integrally
formed as shown in the figure.

In any case, 1t 1s functionally the same as two 1ndividual
transistors connected 1n series. The present mvention also
includes the above-described form.

FIGS. 7(A) to 7(D) are diagrams showing potential
changes accompanying a read transier operation using the
transfer circuit of the pixel circuit according to the first
embodiment.

In terms of the potential of each node 1 FIGS. 7(A) to
7(D), a positive potential direction 1s shown on the lower side
in the figure and a negative potential direction 1s shown on the
upper side. Each node serves a well where electrons having
negative electric charge are accumulated, and the potential
rises to the upper side, that 1s, 1n the negative potential direc-
tion, with the well filled with the electrons.
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[Step T11]

In step ST11 of FIG. 7(A), the diffusion node 204 of the
photodiode 111 1s designed so that a potential bottom 1s about
2.0 V duning full depletion 1n positive electric charge by a
fixed number of donors. Here, it 1s filled with photoelectri-
cally converted electrons up to a saturation state (about 0 V).

On the other hand, 1n the channel regions of the first NMOS
transistor 1121 and the second NMOS transistor 1122, poten-
tials are respectively modulated in ranges of R11 and R12
according to a potential commonly applied to the gate elec-
trodes of the two, for example, -1.5Vto 3 V.

On the other hand, the gate electrode 202 of the third
NMOS transistor 1123 as the separation transistor 1s con-
nected to the ground GND, and the potential of the channel 1s
adjusted to about 0.6 V.,

The diffusion layer 205 (the FD 117), which 1s the input
node of the amplifier circuit 118, 1s reset to have a floating
state of 3 V.

[Step ST12]

If the first NMOS ftransistor 1121 and the second NMOS
transistor 1122 are turned on 1n step ST12 of FIG. 7(B),
clectrons move as follows.

Electrons accumulated 1n the diffusion node 204 of the
photodiode 111 all move to the channel region of the second
NMOS transistor 1122 via the first NMOS transistor 1121.

That 1s, the electrons move to the channel region of the
second NMOS transistor 1122 having a deep depletion state
and are accumulated 1n an analog state.

At this time, the potential of the channel region of the third
NMOS ftransistor 1123 1s shallower than that of the second
NMOS ftransistor 1122 (as a low potential), and forms a
barrier between the second NMOS transistor 1122 and the
diffusion layer 205 (the FD 117), which 1s the input node of
the amplifier circuit 118.

[Step ST13]

The gate electrodes are driven to turn oif the first NMOS
transistor 1121 and the second NMOS transistor 1122 1n step
ST13 of FIG. 7(C), so that the potentials of the channel
regions are modulated in the negative potential direction.

Here, the channel of the first NMOS transistor 1121 forms
a potential barrier, and prevents accumulated electrons from
flowing back to the diffusion node 204 of the photodiode 111.

A height of the barrier corresponds to a difference between
thresholds of two transistors of the first NMOS transistor
1121 and the second NMOS transistor 1122, for example, 1.5
V.

In the step 1n which the gate electrodes 201 of the first and
second NMOS ftransistors 1121 and 1122 have reached an
appropriate itermediate voltage, a state 1n which the accu-
mulated electrons have been separated from both the diffu-
sion node 204 of the photodiode 111 and the FD 117, which
1s the mput of the amplifier, 1s possible.

The gates may be directly driven at once until the next step,
but 1t 1s also possible to add a new function by temporarily
retaining this intermediate state as will be described later.

Further, if the potential of the channel region of the second
NMOS transistor 1122 1s modulated 1n the negative potential
direction by continuously driving the gate from here, the
clectrons accumulated therein start to move to the diffusion
layer 205 (the FD 117), which 1s the input of the amplifier
circuit 118.

[Step ST14]

If the first NMOS transistor 1121 and the second NMOS
transistor 1122 are completely turned oil in step ST14 of FIG.
7(D), the potential of the channel region of the second NMOS
transistor 1122 from which all accumulated electrons have
been discharged 1s as follows.
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That 1s, the potential of the channel region of the second
NMOS transistor 1122 exceeds the potential of the channel of
the third NMOS transistor 1123.

In step ST11, a state 1s reached 1n which all electrons
accumulated 1n the photodiode 111 have moved to the difiu-
sion layer 205 (the FD 117), which 1s the input node of the
amplifier circuit 118.

Thereby, the amplifier circuit 118 drives the vertical signal
line 170, and an accumulated si1gnal 1s read.

If the above-described step-by-step transier i1s used, 1t 1s
unnecessary to secure a potential difference between the dif-
fusion node 204 of the photodiode 111 having the full deple-
tion state and the FD 117, which 1s the mput node of the
amplifier circuit 118.

That s, 1nthis example, a complete transfer 1s implemented
even 1n a state in which the potential of the FD 117 filled with
clectrons 1s shallower than that of the diffusion node 204.

The operation of the transfer circuit of the pixel circuit
110A according to the first embodiment has been mainly
described above.

Next, electric charge accumulation and read operations of
the pixel circuit 110A of the first embodiment will be
described.

FIGS. 8(A) to 8(D) are diagrams showing a timing chart
when reset, electric charge accumulation, and read operations
are performed 1n the pixel circuit of FIG. 4.

FIG. 8(A) shows a signal potential of the reset line 150,
FIG. 8(B) shows a signal potential of the transfer line 140,
FIG. 8(C) shows a signal potential of the row selection line
160, and FIG. 8(D) shows a signal potential of the vertical
signal line 170.

As a characteristic operation of the pixel circuit 110A of
the first embodiment, the transter of accumulated electrons of
the photodiode 111 to the FD 117 1s performed in two steps in
correspondence with driving of the transfer line 140.

That 1s, 1f a level of the transfer line 140 rises from the low
level to the high level, the accumulated electrons are trans-
terred from the diffusion node 204 of the photodiode 111 to
the channel region of the second NMOS transistor 1122 as
shown 1n step ST12 of FIG. 7(B).

Further, when the level of the transier line 140 returns from
the high level to the low level, the electrons of the channel
region are transierred to the FD 117, which 1s the input node
of the amplifier circuit 118, as shown 1n step ST14 of FIG.
7(D).

For example, the reset line 150 has the high level during
reset, so that the FD 117, which 1s the input node of the
amplifier circuit 118, 1s connected to a reset level potential
(power supply voltage 3V).

On the other hand, at a point 1n time when the level of the
transier line 140 has risen from the low level to the high level
and has further fallen from the high level to the low level, the
clectrons accumulated 1n the photodiode 111 are transterred
to the diffusion layer 205 and drawn to the reset level.

At this point in time, a new electron accumulation period
12 starts.

A reset pulse of the reset line 150 falls to the low level after
waiting for the level of the transter line 140 to fall to the low
level.

Likewise, during a read operation also, the electrons accu-
mulated 1n the photodiode 111 are transferred to the diffusion
layer 205 at a point 1n time when the level of the transfer line
140 has risen from the low level to the high level and further
fallen from the high level to the low level.

Therefore, the vertical signal line 170 1s driven by the
accumulated signal via the amplifier circuit 118 at a point 1n
time when the level of the transter line 140 has returned from
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the high level to the low level. At this point 1n time, the
accumulation period T2 also ends.

The pixel circuit 110A according to the above-described
first embodiment can facilitate an electric charge transier
within a pixel of a CMOS 1mage sensor, improve an accumu-
lated electric charge amount or sensitivity, and improve
image pickup capability.

Here, processing of a transfer circuit system of the pixel
circuit of FIG. 1 for a comparison with the pixel circuit 110A
according to the above-described first embodiment will be
described.

FIG. 9 1s a diagram showing an equivalent circuit of the
transier circuit including the transier transistor of the pixel
circuit PX1 of FIG. 1.

In the transter circuit TX1 of FIG. 9, GT1 denotes a gate
clectrode, C1 denotes parasitic capacitance, and reference
numeral 14 denotes the amplifier circuit. The amplifier circuit
14 15 formed of the amplifier transistor 4.

In the transfer circuit TX1, electrons generated by photo-
clectric conversion 1n the photodiode 1 are accumulated 1n the
accumulation node 6, which 1s a diffusion layer node of the
photodiode 1.

During a read operation, the electrons are completely trans-
terred to the FD 7, which 1s the mput node of the amplifier
circuit 14, via the transfer transistor 2.

If the FD 7, which 1s the imput node, has the parasitic
capacitance C1, an accumulated electric charge amount 1s Q,
and a parasitic capacitance value 1s Cf, 1ts potential vanation
amount AVTfis given as {AVI=Q/Cf} as described above.

The amplifier circuit 14 uses an NMOS transistor like the
normal amplifier transistor 4, but generates unique random
noise Nr.

Therefore, 11 its gain 1s G, an S/N ratio of an accumulated
signal occurring in the vertical signal line as an output 1s
{G-AV{/Nr}.

Because the gain G or the random noise Nr are substan-
tially fixed if the configuration of the amplifier circuit 14 1s
decided, the magnitude of the potential variation amount AVI
directly affects image pickup performance.

FIGS. 10(A) to 10(D) are diagrams showing potential
changes accompanying a read transfer operation using the
pixel circuit as shown 1 FIGS. 1 and 3.

As 1 FIGS. 7(A) to 7(D), 1n this case also, 1n terms of the
potential of each node, a positive potential direction 1s shown
on the lower side 1n the figure and a negative potential direc-
tion 1s shown on the upper side.

Each node serves a well where electrons having negative
clectric charge are accumulated, and the potential rises to the
upper side, that 1s, 1n the negative potential direction, with the
well filled with the electrons.

[Step ST1]

In step ST1 of FIG. 10(A), the accumulation node 6, which
1s the diffusion node of the photodiode 1, 1s designed so that
a potential bottom 1s about 1.5 V durning full depletion 1n
positive electric charge by a fixed number of donors. Here, it
1s filled with photoelectrically converted electrons up to a
saturation state (about 0 V).

On the other hand, the channel region of the transier tran-
sistor 2 1s modulated 1n a range of R1 according to a potential
applied to the gate electrode, for example, 1 Vo 3 V.

The FD 7, which is the input node of the amplifier circuit
14, 1s reset to have a floating state of 3 V.

[Step ST2]

If the transfer transistor 2 1s turned on 1n step S12 of FIG.
10(B), electrons move as follows.

That 1s, 1f the transtfer transistor 2 1s turned on, the electrons
move 1n a state 1n which all the electrons accumulated 1n the
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accumulation node 6, which 1s the diffusion node of the
photodiode 1, have been distributed to the channel region of
the transfer transistor 2 and the FD 7, which 1s the input node
of the amplifier circuit 14.

[Step ST3]

I1 the potential of the channel region rises with a potential
increase in the gate electrode 1n order to turn off the transfer
transistor 2 1n step ST3 of FIG. 10(C), the electrons accumu-
lated therein move to the FD 7, which 1s the input node of the
amplifier circuit 14.

[Step ST4]

In step ST4 of FIG. 10(D), a state 1s reached 1n which all
clectrons accumulated 1n the photodiode 1 in step ST1 have
moved to the FD 7, which 1s the input node of the amplifier
circuit 14, 1n a state 1n which the transfer transistor 2 has been
turned oil. Thereby, the amplifier circuit 14 drives the vertical
signal line 11, and an accumulated signal 1s read.

As described above, 1t 1s necessary for the pixel circuit PX1
of FIG. 1 to secure a potential difference Ml between the
accumulation node 6 of the photodiode 1 having a full deple-
tion state and the FD 7, which 1s the input node of the ampli-
fier circuit 14, 1n order to implement complete electron move-
ment.

On the other hand, i1 the potential difference 1s not suili-
ciently secured, the electrons accumulated in the channel
region of the transter transistor 2 flow back to the photodiode
1, and an accumulated electron amount of the photodiode 1 1s
not linearly reflected 1n a read signal.

In order to completely transier electrons photoelectrically
converted during a read operation as described above, it 1s
necessary to maintain the potential after the transter of the FD
7, which 1s the mput node of the amplifier circuit 14, as a
potential higher than that of the photodiode 1 during full
depletion.

However, the pixel circuit PX1 of FIG. 1 has a disadvan-
tage 1n that a dynamic range of the potential of the FD 7 1s
limited, AVT cannot be suiliciently increased, and the S/N
ratio cannot be increased.

For example, in FIG. 10, AVThas a limit of (3.0 V-1.5V),
and 1s further reduced by a potential difference of a transier
margin.

Further, because a saturated accumulated electric charge
amount Qs of the photodiode 1 corresponds to the number of
donors within 1ts diffusion layer, the potential during the tull
depletion becomes deep (as a high potential) 11 Qs 1s normally
increased. Thereby, a range of AVT11s 1n a narrower direction.

A problem of this transfer margin serves as a large limita-
tion 1n design.

On the other hand, the pixel circuit 110A of the first
embodiment adopts a transier by integrated series transistors
for the transfer of electrons from the photodiode within the
pixel to the amplifier circuit. Specifically, 1n the pixel circuit
110A, an intermediate transier node 1n which potential modu-
lation 1s possible 1s formed in a channel portion of a MOS
transistor, and accumulated electrons are transferred step by
step from the photodiode 111 to the amplifier circuit 118 via
the intermediate node.

Therefore, the pixel circuit 110A of the first embodiment
can release the above-described potential limitation for the
transier, and hence improve a dynamic range of a signal by
increasing the saturated accumulated electric charge amount
Qs or reducing parasitic capacitance of an amplifier mput
portion.

Further, for example, the pixel circuit 110A can accumu-
late electrons photoelectrically converted during exposure 1n
the channel region of the MOS transistor separately formed,
not within the photodiode, and completely transter the accu-
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mulated electrons from the channel region to the amplifier
circuit during a read operation.

Theretfore, the pixel circuit 110A can improve exposure
sensitivity and also significantly improve the saturated accu-
mulated electric charge amount Qs.

In the pixel circuit 110A, an electron (electric charge)
transier 1s performed only inside the pixel, and an analog
signal of low impedance or a digital signal 1s transferred after
driving of the vertical signal line by the amplifier circuit.

Therefore, 1t 1s possible to implement a high-speed, low-
power consumption imager without a problem of M smear or
transfer leak.

2. Second Embodiment

FIG. 11 1s a diagram showing a pixel circuit of a CMOS
image sensor according to a second embodiment of the
present invention.

A difference between a pixel circuit 110B according to the
second embodiment and the pixel circuit 110A according to
the first embodiment 1s as follows.

In the pixel circuit 110B according to the second embodi-
ment, a plurality of pixels, for example, two pixels PXL110a
and PXI1.1105b, respectively having a umique photodiode 111
and a unique transier circuit 112, share FD 117 and an ampli-
fier transistor 114 forming an amplifier circuit.

In the pixel circuit 110B, the plurality of pixels PXI1.110a
and PXL.1105 also share a reset transistor 113 and a row

selection transistor 113.

In transier transistors 112a and 1126 of the respective
pixels PX1L110aq and PX1.1105, shared gate electrodes of first
and second NMOS transistors are respectively connected to
different transter lines 140a and 1405.

Incidentally, gate electrodes of third MOS transistors 1123
of the transfer transistors 112q and 11256 of the respective
pixels PXIL.110a and PXL.11054 are respectively grounded.

In the pixel circuit 110B, electrons accumulated in respec-
tive photodiodes 111a and 1115 are transierred to the FD117
(an mnput node of the amplifier circuit) at individual timings
according to the respectively independent transier lines 140a
and 1400b.

The sharing of the amplifier circuit can reduce an effective
s1ze of the pixel, but parasitic capacitance of the FD 117 also
increases when the number of sharing pixels increases.

Therefore, 1t 1s preferable that the number of sharing pixels
be equal to or greater than 2 and equal to or less than 16.

The second embodiment can have the same advantageous
elfects as the above-described first embodiment.

3. Third Embodiment

FIG. 12 1s a diagram showing a pixel circuit of a CMOS
image sensor according to a third embodiment of the present
invention.

A difference between a pixel circuit 110C according to the
third embodiment and the pixel circuit 110A according to the
first embodiment 1s as follows.

In the pixel circuit 110C of the third embodiment, a gate
electrode 202 of a third NMOS transistor 1123, which has a
fixed potential 1n the first embodiment, 1s subsidiarily driven
by a row selection circuit 120, which 1s a peripheral circuait.

Specifically, a shared gate electrode 201 of first and second
NMOS transistors 1121 and 1122 1s connected to a first trans-
ter line 141, and the gate electrode 202 of the third NMOS
transistor 1123 1s connected to a second transfer line (sepa-
ration line) 142.
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Thereby, as the transfer via the third NMOS transistor 1123
can be facilitated, a driving range at the side of the gate
clectrode 201 can be narrowed.

While there 1s a disadvantage 1n an area when the number
of dniving wirings 1s increased by 1, there 1s an advantage 1n
voltage resistance or reliability when the driving range of the
first transfer line 141 can be narrowed.

FIGS. 13(A) to 13(D) are diagrams showing potential
changes accompanying the read transier operation using the
pixel circuit 110C according to the third embodiment.

[Step ST21]

In step ST21 of FIG. 13(A), a diffusion node 204 of a

photodiode 111 1s designed so that a potential bottom 1s about
2.0 V during full depletion 1n positive electric charge by a
fixed number of donors. Here, it 1s filled with photoelectr-
cally converted electrons up to a saturation state (about 0 V).

On the other hand, 1n channel regions of the first NMOS
transistor 1121 and the second NMOS transistor 1122, poten-
tials are respectively modulated in ranges of R13 and R14
according to a potential commonly applied to gate electrodes
of the two, for example, -0.5Vto 3V,

On the other hand, 1n a channel region of the third NMOS
transistor 1123 as a separation transistor, a potential uniquely
applied to its gate electrode 1s modulated 1n a range of R15,
for example, according to OV to 3 V.

A diffusion layer 205 (FD 117), which 1s an input node of
an amplifier circuit 118, 1s reset to have a floating state o1 3 V.

[Step ST22]

I1 the first NMOS transistor 1121 and the second NMOS
transistor 1122 are turned on 1n step ST22 of FIG. 13(B), an
clectron transfer 1s performed as follows.

That 1s, electrons accumulated 1n the diffusion node 204 of
the photodiode 111 all move to the channel region of the
second NMOS transistor 1122 via the first NMOS transistor
1121.

That 1s, the electrons move to the channel region of the
second NMOS transistor 1122 having a deep depletion state
and are accumulated 1n an analog state.

At this time, the potential of the channel region of the third
NMOS ftransistor 1123 1s shallower than that of the second

NMOS ftransistor 1122 (as a low potential), and forms a
barrier between the second NMOS transistor 1122 and the
diffusion layer 205 (the FD 117), which 1s the input node of
the amplifier circuit 118.

[Step ST23]

I1 the first NMOS transistor 1121 and the second NMOS
transistor 1122 are turned oif again 1n step ST23 of FIG.
13(C), the potentials of the channel regions are modulated 1n
the negative potential direction.

Here, a channel of the first NMOS transistor 1121 forms a
potential barrier, and prevents accumulated electrons from
flowing back to the diffusion node 204 of the photodiode 111.

A height of the barrier corresponds to a difference between
thresholds of two transistors of the first NMOS transistor
1121 and the second NMOS transistor 1122, for example, 1.5
V.

In this step, a state 1n which the accumulated electrons have
been separated from both the diffusion node 204 of the pho-
todiode 111 and the diffusion layer 205 (the FD 117), which
1s the mput of the amplifier circuit 118, 1s possible.

It may proceed to the next step at once by directly or
simultaneously driving the gate of the third NMOS transistor
1123, but 1t 1s also possible to add a new function by tempo-
rarily retaining this intermediate state as will be described
later.
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[Step ST24]
If the gate electrode 202 of the third NMOS transistor 1123
1s driven through the second transfer line 142 as the separa-

tion line 1n step ST24 of FIG. 13(D) and the third NMOS
transistor 1123 1s turned on, the accumulated electrons flow

into the FD 117, which 1s the mput node of the amplifier
circuit 118.

Further, at a point in time when the third NMOS transistor
1123 has been turned off, a state 1s reached 1n which all the

accumulated electrons have moved to the diffusion layer 2035
(the FD 117), which 1s the mnput node of the amplifier circuit
118.

Thereby, the amplifier drives the vertical signal line and an
accumulated signal 1s read.

As described above, the transfer from the channel of the
second NMOS transistor 1122 to the FD 117, which 1s the
input node of the amplifier circuit 118, 1n the third embodi-
ment 1s performed as follows.

It 1s implemented by combiming both OFF driving of the
shared gate electrode 201 of the first and second NMOS

transistors 1121 and 1122 of step ST23 and auxihiary
ON/OFF driving of the gate electrode 202 of the third NMOS
transistor 1123 of step ST24.

If the above-described step-by-step transfer 1s used, 1t 1s
unnecessary to secure a potential difference between the dii-
tusion node 204 of the photodiode 111 having the full deple-
tion state and the FD 117, which 1s the input node of the
amplifier circuit 118.

That1s, in this example, a complete transier 1s implemented
even 1n a state 1n which the potential of the FD 117 filled with
clectrons 1s shallower than that of the diffusion node 204.

The transfer operation of the pixel circuit 110C according
to the third embodiment has been mainly described above.

Next, electric charge accumulation and read operations of
the pixel circuit 110C of the third embodiment will be
described.

FIGS. 14(A) to 14(E) are diagrams showing a timing chart
when the reset, electric charge accumulation, and read opera-
tions are performed 1n the pixel circuit of FIG. 12.

FIG. 14( A) shows a signal potential of areset line 150, FIG.
14(B) shows a signal potential of the first transier line 141,
and FIG. 14(C) shows a signal potential of the second transfer
line 142. FI1G. 14(D) shows a signal potential of a row selec-
tion line 160, and FIG. 14(E) shows a signal potential of a
vertical signal line 170.

A main difference i the operation between the third
embodiment and the first embodiment shown in FIG. 8 1s as
follows.

In the third embodiment, an ON/OFF pulse of the second
transfer line 142, which drives the third NMOS transistor
1123, 1s added to assist the transter of accumulated electrons
when the first and second NMOS transistors 1121 and 1122
are turned off by the first transfer line 141.

That 1s, 1f a level of the first transfer line 141 rises from the
low level to the high level, the accumulated electrons are
transierred from the diffusion node 204 of the photodiode 111
to the channel region of the second NMOS transistor 1122 as
shown 1n step ST22 of FIG. 13(B).

Further, 11 the level of the first transfer line 141 returns from
the ha

high level to the low level and the second transfer line 142

as the separation line has the high level at substantially the
same time, the electrons move as follows.

As shown 1n step ST24 of FIG. 13(D), the third NMOS

transistor 1123 as the separation transistor 1s conductive and
the accumulated electrons flow into the FD 117, which 1s the

input node of the amplifier circuit 118.
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Ultimately, 1f the level of the second transfer line 142 as the
separation line falls to the low level, a complete transier of
clectrons to the FD 117, which 1s the input node of the ampli-
fier circuit 118, 1s completed.

For example, the reset line 150 has the high level during
reset, so that the FD 117, which 1s the input node of the
amplifier circuit, 1s connected to a reset level potential (power
supply voltage 3 V).

On the other hand, the level of the first transfer line 141
rises from the low level to the high level, so that extra elec-
trons accumulated 1n the photodiode 111 are transierred to a
channel portion CH2 of the second NMOS transistor 1122 via
the first NMOS transistor 1121.

Further, the level of the first transfer line 141 falls from the
high level to the low level and the second transfer line 142 as

the separation line has the high level at substantially the same
time, so that the third NMOS transistor 1123, which 1s the

separation transistor, 1s conductive.

Ultimately, 1f the level of the second transfer line 142 as the
separation line falls to the low level, the accumulated elec-
trons are completely transferred to the FD 117 and drawn to
the reset level.

At this point 1n time, a new electron accumulation period
13 starts. More precisely, T3 starts at a point in time when the
level of the first transfer line 141 has fallen from the high level
to the low level.

Likewise, the level of the first transfer line 141 first rises
from the low level to the high level during a read operation
also, so that the electrons accumulated in the photodiode 111
are transferred to the channel portion of the second MOS
transistor 1122 via the first NMOS transistor 1121.

Further, 1f the level of the first transfer line 141 falls from
the high level to the low level and the level of the second
transier line 142 as the separation line rises to the high level at
substantially the same time and further ultimately falls to the
low level, the electrons are completely transterred to the FD
117, which 1s the input node of the amplifier circuit 118.

At this point 1n time, the accumulation period T3 ends.

The timing that the second transfer line 142 as the separa-
tion line 1s turned on at the high level may be before/atter the
timing that the first transfer line 141 1s turned off at the low
level.

I1 the amplifier transistor 114 has been turned on through
the FD 117 before the first transfer line 141 has an OFF level,
it moves to step ST14 of FIG. 13(D) by skipping the states of
step ST22 of FIG. 13(B) to step ST23 of FIG. 13(C).

However, a complete transier can be implemented i1 the
second transfer line 142 as the separation line has the OFF
level after the first transier line 141 has the OFF level.

The third embodiment can 1improve voltage resistance or
reliability 1n addition to the advantageous effects of the first
embodiment.

4. Fourth Embodiment

FIG. 15 1s a diagram showing a pixel circuit of a CMOS
image sensor according to a fourth embodiment of the present
invention.

A difference between a pixel circuit 110D according to the
fourth embodiment and the pixel circuit 110C according to
the third embodiment 1s as follows.

In the pixel circuit 110D according to the fourth embodi-
ment, a plurality of pixels, for example, two pixels PXL.110a
and PX1.1105b, respectively having a umique photodiode 111
and a unique transier circuit 112, share FD 117 and an ampli-
fier transistor 114 forming an amplifier circuit.
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In the pixel circuit 110D, the plurality of pixels PXL110a
and PXI1.1104 also share a reset transistor 113 and a row

selection transistor 113.

In transier transistors 112a and 1126 of the respective
pixels PX1L110aq and PXI1.110b, shared gate electrodes of first
and second NMOS transistors are respectively connected to
different first transfer lines 141a and 1415.

Gate electrodes of third MOS transistors 1123 of the trans-
fer transistors 112¢ and 1126 of the respective pixels
PXL110q and PX1.1105 are respectively connected to second
transter lines 142a and 1425b as separation lines.

In the pixel circuit 110D, electrons accumulated 1n respec-
tive photodiodes 111a and 1115 are transterred to the FDF
117 at individual timings according to the respectively inde-
pendent first transier lines 141a and 1415 and the second
transier lines 142a and 1425b as the separation lines.

The sharing of the amplifier circuit can reduce an effective
s1ze of the pixel, but parasitic capacitance of the FD 117 also
increases when the number of sharing pixels increases.

Therefore, 1t 1s preferable that the number of sharing pixels
be equal to or greater than 2 and equal to or less than 16.

The fourth embodiment can have the same advantageous
elfects as the above-described first embodiment.

Next, an application operation, which makes 1t possible to
perform large-capacity accumulation by utilizing the con-
figuration of the pixel circuit according to the embodiment of
the present invention, will be described.

The large-capacity accumulation operation 1s applicable to
any circuit configuration of the above-described first to fourth
embodiments, and will be described below as fifth and sixth
embodiments.

5. Fifth Embodiment

In a fifth embodiment of the present mmvention, electric
charge accumulation 1s applied using the pixel circuit con-
figuration of F1G. 4 and the deep depletion state of the second
NMOS transistor 1122 adopted 1n the first embodiment.

Specifically, electrons accumulated 1n the diffusion node
204, which 1s the diffusion layer of the photodiode 111, are
transierred to the channel portion of the second NMOS tran-
sistor 1122 and accumulated 1n the channel portion during an
accumulation period.

That 1s, during the accumulation period of a pixel, the gate
clectrode 201 1s maintained at a level of an ON state so that the
first and second NMOS transistors 1121 and 1122 are main-
tained 1n the ON state.

Electrons photoelectrically converted by the photodiode
111 are directly transferred to the channel portion CH2 of the
second NMOS transistor 1122 via the first NMOS transistor
1121, and accumulated in the channel portion CH2.

At a point 1n time when accumulation 1s completed and
read 1s performed, the gate electrode 201 1s driven to turn off
the first and second NMOS transistors 1121 and 1122.
Thereby, the accumulated electrons are transterred to the FD
117, which 1s the input node of the amplifier circuit 118, via
the third NMOS transistor 1123.

FIGS.16(A) to 16(D) are diagrams showing a timing chart
of an operation of the fifth embodiment.

FIG. 16(A) shows a signal potential of the reset line 150,
FIG. 16(B) shows a signal potential of the transfer line 140,
FIG. 16(C) shows a signal potential of the row selection line
160, and FIG. 16(D) shows a signal potential of the vertical
signal line 170.

In the fifth embodiment, a pixel circuit1s the same as shown
in FIG. 4, and details and a cross-sectional configuration of a
transier circuit are the same as shown i FIGS. 5 and 6.
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The sameresetas in FIGS. 8(A) to 8(D) 1s performed. After
new accumulation starts, the transier line 140 has the high-
level state again, and 1s maintained in the high-level state
during an accumulation period T4.

During this period, electrons photoelectrically converted

by the photodiode 111 are not accumulated within the diffu-
s1on layer, but are directly transferred to the channel region of

the second NMOS transistor 1122 and accumulated 1n the
channel region.

During aread operation, first, the row selection line 160 has
the high level, and an output of the amplifier circuit 1s con-
nected to the vertical signal line 170.

Further, the FD 117, which 1s the input node of the ampli-
fier circuit 118, 1s reset by a pulse directed to the reset line
150, and the FD 117 1s connected to a power supply voltage
source, so that the reset level 1s read.

Next, the transier line 140 has a transition from the high
level to the low level.

Thereby, the electrons accumulated 1n the channel region
ol the second NMOS transistor 1122 are transterred to the FD
117, which 1s the input node of the amplifier circuit 118, and
an accumulated signal 1s read.

The accumulation period T4 also ends with the transition of
the transier line 140.

A potential change of this embodiment 1s based on FIGS.

7(A) to 7(D), but the duration of electron accumulation has
the state of step ST12 of FIG. 7(B), not step ST11 of FIG.

7(A).

In the accumulation period, the first NMOS transistor 1121
and the second NMOS transistor 1122 are maintained 1n the
ON state. Then, electrons photoelectrically converted by the
photodiode 111 and collected 1n the diffusion node 204

directly move to the channel region of the second NMOS
transistor 1122 via the first NMOS transistor 1121.

That 1s, the electrons move to the channel region of the
second NMOS transistor 1122 having the deep depletion
state, and are accumulated 1n an analog state.

The transier of electrons from the second NMOS transistor
1122 to the diffusion layer 205 during a read operation 1s the
same as the process of steps ST13 and ST14 of FIGS. 7(C)
and 7(D).

As described above, during the accumulation period, the
clectrons photoelectrically converted 1n the state of step ST12
of FIG. 7(B) are all accumulated 1n the channel region of the
second NMOS transistor 1122, and there 1s no saturation until
its potential well 1s full.

Therelore, 1t 1s possible to accumulate a larger number of
clectrons than 1n accumulation directed to a normal photo-
diode 1T accumulation capacity 1s sufficiently increased in the
deep depletion state of the second NMOS transistor 1122.

Further, during this period, the photodiode 111 1s con-
stantly maintained in the same full depletion state. Therefore,
sensitivity or linearity of an accumulation time and an accu-
mulated signal 1s improved.

In general, 1n terms of electron/hole pairs generated by
light incidence directed to a photodiode, holes generated
inside a depletion layer are drawn by 1ts internal electric field
and rapidly discharged to a substrate.

However, if electrons are accumulated inside the photo-
diode, the mternal electric field 1s mitigated, hole discharge
capability 1s reduced, and electrons and holes are easily
recombined.

Thereby, there 1s a problem 1n that sensitivity 1s gradually
reduced.

On the other hand, this problem does not occur 1n the fifth
embodiment.
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Because there 1s no problem even when a saturated accu-
mulated electric charge amount of the photodiode itself 1s

little, 1t 1s possible to suppress a dark current or white spot
from occurring by reducing an impurity concentration of the
diffusion layer.

In this case, the potential formed 1n the diffusion node 204
ol the photodiode 111 can be shallow during reset. Therelore,
the modulation ranges R11 and R12 of the channel regions of
the first NMOS transistor 1121 and the second NMOS tran-
s1stor 1122 can also be decreased and securement of reliabil-
ity of voltage resistance or the like 1s facilitated.

As described above, 1t 1s possible to improve all basic
performances of an 1image pickup device for an accumulated
clectric charge amount, sensitivity, and a white spot.

6. Sixth Embodiment

A sixth embodiment 1n which the same concept 1s applied
to the third embodiment will be described.

FIG. 17(A) shows a signal potential of the reset line 150,
FIG. 17(B) shows a signal potential of the first transfer line
141, and FIG. 17(C) shows a signal potential of the second
transier line (separation line) 142. FIG. 17(D) shows a signal
potential of the row selection line 160, and FIG. 17(E) shows
a signal potential of the vertical signal line 170.

In the sixth embodiment, a pixel circuit 1s the same as that

of _FIG. 12, and a potential change of the transter 1s based on
FIGS. 13(A) to 13(D).

The same reset as 1n FIGS. 14(A) to 14(E) 1s performed.
After new accumulation starts, the first transter line 141 1s in
the high-level state again, and 1s maintained in the high-level
state during an accumulation period T5.

During this period, electrons photoelectrically converted
by the photodiode 111 are not accumulated within the diffu-
sion layer, but are directly transferred to the channel region of
the second NMOS transistor 1122 and accumulated in the
channel region.

That1s, the state of step ST22 of FIG. 13(B) of the potential
diagrams 1s retained.

During a read operation, first, the row selection line 160 has
the high level, and an output of the amplifier circuit 118 1s
connected to the vertical signal line 170.

Further, the FD 117, which 1s the mnput node of the ampli-
fier circuit 118, 1s reset by a pulse directed to the reset line
150, and the FD 117 1s connected to a power supply voltage
source, so that a reset level 1s read.

Next, the first transfer line 141 has a transition from the
high level to the low level, and further a pulse 1s also applied
to the second transfer line 142 as the separation line.

Thereby, electrons accumulated 1n the channel region of
the second NMOS transistor 1122 are transferred to the FD
117, which 1s the input node of the amplifier circuit 118, and
an accumulated signal 1s read.

The accumulation period TS also ends with the transition of
the first transter line 141.

As described above, during the accumulation period, the
clectrons photoelectrically converted 1n the state of step ST22
of FIG. 13(B) are all accumulated in the channel region of the
second NMOS transistor 1122, and there 1s no saturation until
its potential well 1s full.

Therefore, 1t 1s possible to accumulate a larger number of
clectrons than 1n accumulation directed to a normal photo-
diode 1T accumulation capacity 1s suiliciently increased in the
deep depletion state of the second NMOS transistor 1122.

Incidentally, the intermediate state of step ST13 1n the
potential change of FI1G. 7 showing the first embodiment 1s as
follows.
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Electrons accumulated 1n the channel region of the second
NMOS transistor 1122, which 1s the intermediate accumula-
tion node, are separated from the FD 117, which 1s 1n the
amplifier input, as well as from the diffusion node 204 of the
photodiode 111.

That 1s, electrons newly photoelectrically converted 1n the
diffusion node 204 of the photodiode 111 do not flow 1nto the
intermediate accumulation node and electrons accumulated
in the mntermediate accumulation node do not flow 1into the FD
117.

In the first embodiment, the shared gate of the first and

second NMOS transistors 1121 and 1122 1s driven in three

values, and the above-described state 1s implemented at its
intermediate voltage, so that the intermediate state can be
retained during a fixed period.

Likewise, the potential change of FIG. 13 showing the
second embodiment 1n the mtermediate state of step ST23 1s
as follows.

The electrons accumulated in the channel region of the
second NMOS transistor 1122, which 1s the intermediate
accumulation node, are separated from the FD 117, which 1s

in the amplifier input, as well as from the diffusion node 204
of the photodiode 111.

In this case, 1t 1s possible to retain the intermediate state
during a fixed period by turning off all the first and second
NMOS transistors 1121 and 1122 and the third NMOS tran-
sistor 1123 by a gate electrode driving operation.

Various additional functions can be implemented 11 accu-
mulated electrons received from the photodiode 111 are kept
during a fixed period 1n the intermediate accumulation node
in which potential modulation 1s possible.

More specifically, the fixed period 1s, for example, a period
equal to or greater than a minimum accumulation period, or a
period equal to or greater than a period taken to read one row.

Hereinatter, three functions of large-capacity accumula-
tion, a global shutter, and a wide dynamic range will be
sequentially described 1n seventh to fourteenth embodiments.

All of the seventh to twelith embodiments can be equally
performed using each configuration of the above-described
first to fourth embodiments.

7. Seventh Embodiment

FIGS. 18(A) to 18(D) are diagrams showing a timing chart
ol a pixel operation adopting the above-described intermedi-
ate retention mode and improving the large-capacity accumu-

lation operation of the fifth embodiment in a seventh embodi-
ment.

FIG. 18(A) shows a signal potential of the reset line 150,
FIG. 18(B) shows a signal potential of the transfer line 140,
FIG. 18(C) shows a signal potential of the row selection line
160, and FIG. 18(D) shows a signal potential of the vertical
signal line 170.

In the seventh embodiment, a pixel circuit 1s the same as
shown 1n FIG. 4, and details and a cross-sectional configura-

tion of a transfer circuit are the same as shown 1n FIGS. 5 and

6.

I1 the first and second NMOS transistors 1121 and 1122 are
continuously opened via the gate electrode 201, there 1s a
tendency for a potential of the photodiode 111 of FIG. 6
around the gate to rise and a dark current to increase.

In view of the above-described problem, the seventh
embodiment, which 1s an improved example, suppresses the
dark current from being increased by driving the gate elec-
trode 201 and intermittently turning on the first and second

NMOS transistors 1121 and 1122.
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That1s, first, new accumulation 1s started by performing the
same reset operation as that of FIG. 8 or 16. Thereatter, during

an accumulation period 16, electrons are transierred from the
photodiode 111 to the mtermediate accumulation node by
time division by causing the first and second NMOS transis-
tors 1121 and 1122 to intermittently have the high level with-
out being continuously opened via the gate electrode 201.

During the accumulation period other than a transfer time
after an 1mitial transter, the gate electrode 201 1s kept at the
intermediate potential, and the intermediate state of step
ST13 of FIG. 7(C) 1s maintained 1n the intermediate accumu-
lation node.

The gate electrode 201 has the high level again during a
read operation, and electrons remaining in the photodiode
111 are transierred to the intermediate accumulation node.
Ultimately, the gate electrode 201 has the low level, and
accumulated electrons of the intermediate accumulation node
are together collectively transterred to the FD 117, which 1s
the amplifier iput.

Normally, because all photoelectrically converted elec-
trons are accumulated 1n the photodiode 111 after the reset
operation, 1ts saturated accumulated electric charge amount
Qs decides a dynamic range of a pixel.

However, 11 the accumulation capacity of the intermediate
accumulation node having the channel portion of the second
NMOS transistor 1122 1s sufficiently large, 1t 1s possible to
accumulate a larger amount of electric charge than normal by
transierring the accumulated electric charge of the photo-
diode 111 to the intermediate accumulation node a plurality

of times by time division.
Because a period i which the first and second NMOS

transistors 1121 and 1122 are turned on through the gate
clectrode 201 can be sufliciently reduced as compared to the
accumulation period, 1t 1s also possible to prevent a dark
current from being increased.

8. Eighth Embodiment

FIGS. 19(A) to 19(FE) are diagrams showing a timing chart
ol a pixel operation adopting the same 1intermediate retention
mode as that of the seventh embodiment and improving the
large-capacity accumulation operation of the sixth embodi-
ment 1n an eighth embodiment.

FIG. 19(A) shows a signal potential of the reset line 150,
FIG. 19(B) shows a signal potential of the first transfer line
141, and FIG. 19(C) shows a signal potential of the second
transier line (separation line) 142. FIG. 19(D) shows a signal
potential of the row selection line 160, and FIG. 19(E) shows
a signal potential of the vertical signal line 170.

In the e1ghth embodiment, a pixel circuit 1s the same as that
of FIG. 12, and a potential change of the transfer 1s based on
FIGS. 13(A) to 13(D).

In the eighth embodiment, which 1s an improved example,
new accumulation 1s started by performing the same reset as
that of FIG. 14 or 17.

Thereafter, during an accumulation period T7, electrons
are transferred from the photodiode 111 to the intermediate
accumulation node by time division by intermittently apply-
ing a pulse without continuously opening the first and second
NMOS ftransistors 1121 and 1122 by driving of the gate
clectrode 201.

During the accumulation period, the third NMOS transis-
tor 1123 1s maintained in the OFF state through the separation
gate electrode 202, and the intermediate accumulation node 1s
maintained 1n the intermediate state of step ST23 of FIG.
13(C) other than the above-described intermittent transmis-
s10n time.
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The pulse 1s applied to the gate electrode 201 again during
a read operation, and the first and second NMOS transistors
1121 and 1122 are turned on, and thus electrons remaining in
the photodiode 111 are transierred to the intermediate accu-
mulation node.

Ultimately, the pulse 1s applied to the separation gate elec-

trode 202, the third NMOS transistor 1123 1s turned on, and
the accumulated electrons of the intermediate accumulation
node are together collectively transierred to the FD 117,
which 1s the amplifier mput.

Like the seventh embodiment, the eighth embodiment can
suppress a dark current from being increased while imple-

menting large-capacity accumulation.

[Global Shutter Function]

Next, the global shutter function will be described.

The global shutter function 1s a function of removing focal
plane distortion generated by the variation of a shutter timing
within a pixel array.

If a normal circuit configuration and sequence are adopted,
the start of the read operation decides an accumulation end
timing as shown in FIG. 2.

Because the read 1s normally sequentially performed for
cach row, the accumulation end timing also follows 1t. Con-
sequently, normally, the reset operation serving as the accu-
mulation start also varies for each row and 1s sequentially
performed, and the accumulation period T1 1s taken uni-
formly 1n all effective pixels.

This 1s a general method 1n a CMOS 1mage sensor called a
rolling shutter, and means that the shutter timing varies for
cach row. For example, distortion occurs 1n an image of a
subject operating at high speed.

On the other hand, the global shutter function 1s 1mple-
mented by simultaneously collectively starting electric
charge accumulations of all the effective pixels and further
simultaneously collectively terminating the accumulations.

On the other hand, 1n this case, because accumulated data
1s read for each row, 1t 1s necessary to separate the accumus-
lation end timing and the read timing, and 1t 1s necessary to
store a signal for each pixel during a period from the accu-
mulation end to the read.

If the configuration of the transier circuit shown in FIG. 5
1s used and 1ts intermediate retention mode 1s used, the above-
described operation and good signal storage are possible.

That s, in the CMOS 1image sensor 100, the first and second
NMOS transistors 1121 and 1122 are simultaneously turned
off through the gate electrode 201 with respect to all the
elfective pixels. Thereby, the accumulation 1s terminated by
stopping the transter of photoelectrically converted electrons,
and also already accumulated electrons are stored once 1n the
channel region of the second NMOS transistor 1122.

Thereatter, 1t 1s preferable to sequentially turn on the third
NMOS transistor 1123 by applying a pulse to the gate elec-
trode 202 with the read in units of rows and transier stored
clectrons to the FD 117, which 1s the input node of the ampli-
fier circuit 118.

9. Ninth Embodiment

FIGS. 20(A) to 20(D) are diagrams showing a timing chart
of the operation of a ninth embodiment in which the global
shutter function 1s mounted 1n the first embodiment.

FIG. 20(A) shows a signal potential of the reset line 150,
FIG. 20(B) shows a signal potential of the transfer line 140,
FIG. 20(C) shows a signal potential of the row selection line
160, and FIG. 20(D) shows a signal potential of the vertical
signal line 170.
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In the ninth embodiment, the pixel circuit 1s based on FIG.
4, and the potential change 1s based on FIG. 7.

The reset line 150 has the high level during reset, so that the
FD 117, which 1s the input node of the amplifier circuit 118,
1s connected to a reset level (power supply voltage 3 V).

On the other hand, at a point in time when the level of the
transier line 140 has risen from the low level to the high level
and has further fallen from the high level to the low level,
clectrons accumulated 1n the photodiode 111 are transferred
to the FD 117 and drawn to the reset level.

At this point 1n time, a new electron accumulation period
T8 starts. A pulse of the reset line 150 falls to the low level
alter waiting for a pulse applied to the gate electrode 201 to
fall to the low level.

Normally, this reset operation 1s sequentially performed
for each selected row, but the global reset 1s performed for all
the effective pixels at the same time.

That 1s, this process serves as a shutter opening operation
of the global shutter.

At an accumulation end time when a predetermined accu-
mulation time T8 has elapsed, first, the level of the transier

line 140 rises from the low level to the high level, so that
clectrons accumulated 1n the photodiode 111 are transferred
to the mtermediate accumulation node. At this time, a poten-
tial state corresponds to step ST12 of FIG. 7(B).

Further, 11 the transter line 140 returns from the high level
to the mntermediate potential, the potential state moves to the
intermediate retention mode of step ST13 of FIG. 7(B) and
the intermediate accumulation node and the photodiode 111
are separated.

These are simultaneously performed for all the effective
pixels, and serve as a shutter closing operation of the global
shutter.

The read 1s sequentially performed for each row according
to a row address.

First, after a selection signal 1s applied to the row selection
line 160 and row selection 1s selectively performed, a pulse 1s
applied to the reset line 150, the FD 117, which 1s an amplifier
input section, 1s connected to a reset level, and the reset level
1s sensed.

Next, the level of the transtfer line 140 falls from the inter-
mediate potential to the low level, so that all electrons
retained 1n the intermediate accumulation node are trans-
terred to the FD 117, which 1s the input node of the amplifier
circuit 118.

Each pixel maintains the intermediate retention mode dur-
ing a period of H8 from the accumulation end to the read, but
the intermediate retention period H8 1s different for each row.

That 1s, the above-described intermediate retention 1s per-
tormed during a period until 1t has a turn to read a correspond-
ing row after the shutter 1s closed at once.

10. Tenth Embodiment

FIGS. 21(A) to 21(E) are diagrams showing a timing chart
of the operation of a tenth embodiment in which the global
shutter function 1s mounted 1n the third embodiment.

FIG. 21(A) shows a signal potential of the reset line 150,
FIG. 21(B) shows a signal potential of the first transfer line
141, and FIG. 21(C) shows a signal potential of the second
transier line (separation line) 142. FIG. 21(D) shows a signal
potential of the row selection line 160, and FIG. 21(E) shows
a signal potential of the vertical signal line 170.

In the tenth embodiment, a pixel circuit 1s the same as that
of FIG. 12, and a potential change of the transfer 1s based on

FIGS. 13(A) to 13(D).
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The reset line 150 has the high level during reset, so that the
FD 117, which 1s the input node of the amplifier circuit 118,
1s connected to a reset level (power supply voltage 3 V).

On the other hand, the level of the first transfer line 141
rises from the low level to the high level, so that extra elec-
trons accumulated 1n the photodiode 111 are transierred to the
channel portion of the second NMOS transistor 1122 via the
first NMOS transistor 1121.

Further, the level of the first transfer line 141 falls from the
high level to the low level and the second transier line 142 as
the separation line has the high level at substantially the same
time, so that the third NMOS transistor 1123 for separation 1s
conductive. Ultimately, 11 the level of the second transier line
142 falls to the low level, the accumulated electrons are com-
pletely transterred to the diffusion layer 2035 and drawn to the
reset level.

At this point 1n time, a new electron accumulation period
19 starts. Normally, this reset operation 1s sequentially per-
formed for each selected row, but the global reset 1s per-
formed for all eflective pixels at the same time.

That 1s, this process serves as a shutter opening operation
of the global shutter.

At an accumulation end time when a predetermined accu-
mulation time T9 has elapsed, first, the level of the first
transier line 141 rises from the low level to the high level, so
that electrons accumulated in the photodiode 111 are trans-
ferred to the intermediate accumulation node. At this time, a
potential state corresponds to step ST22 of FIG. 13(B).

Further, 11 the first transfer line 141 returns from the high
level to the low level, the potential state moves to the inter-
mediate retention mode of step S123 of FIG. 13(B) and the
intermediate accumulation node and the photodiode are sepa-
rated.

These are simultaneously performed for all the effective
pixels, and serve as a shutter closing operation of the global
shutter.

The read 1s sequentially performed for each row according,
to a row address.

First, after a selection signal 1s applied to the row selection
line 160 and row selection 1s selectively performed, a pulse 1s
applied to the reset line 150, the FD 117, which 1s the input
node of the amplifier circuit 118, 1s connected to a reset level,
and the reset level 1s sensed.

Next, the second transier line 142 as the separation line 1s
driven to the high level, and the third NMOS transistor 1123,
which 1s the separation transistor, 1s conductive. Thereby,
clectrons accumulated in the channel portion of the second
NMOS transistor 1122 are transferred to the FD 117, which 1s
the input node of the amplifier 118.

At a point 1n time when the second transfer line 142 as the
separation line has fallen again to the low level, the complete
transier of accumulated electrons to the diffusion layer 205 1s
completed.

Each pixel maintains the intermediate retention mode dur-
ing a period of H9 from the accumulation end to the read, but
the mntermediate retention period H9 1s different for each row.

That 1s, the above-described intermediate retention 1s per-
formed during a period until 1t has a turn to read a correspond-
ing row aiter the shutter 1s closed at once.

The global shutter function can also be performed in com-
bination with the above-described large-capacity accumula-
tion operation.

For example, when the accumulation of a global shutter
sequence shown 1 FIGS. 20(A) to 20(D) 1s started, transfer
lines 140 of all effective pixels are collectively changed to the
high level. It 1s preferable to terminate the accumulation by
collectively dropping them to the intermediate potential after
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maintaining their state during the accumulation period T8 and
move to the intermediate retention state.

In this case, the potential state of step ST12 of FIG. 7(B) 1s
maintained 1n each pixel during the accumulation period, and
clectrons are accumulated within the channel of the second
NMOS ftransistor 1122, not 1n the photodiode 111, so that
large-capacity accumulation is possible.

Likewise, a combination with a large-capacity accumula-
tion operation by a time division transier 1s also possible, and
the large-capacity accumulation operation and the global
shutter function can be combined and used along with a basic
function of the first embodiment and a basic configuration of
the third embodiment.

[ Wide Dynamic Range Function]

Next, the wide dynamic range function will be described.

This function 1s a function of simultaneously storing a
signal of a short accumulation time and a signal of a long
accumulation time and picking up an 1mage 1n an exposure
time simultaneously approprate for the two signals using the
signal of the short accumulation time for sensing a subject of
high luminance and the signal of the long accumulation time
for sensing a subject of low luminance.

If the configuration of the first or third embodiment of the
present mvention and the intermediate retention mode are
applied, 1t 1s possible to accumulate a separate signal in the
photodiode while storing a signal accumulated for along time
in the channel region of the transistor in the intermediate
retention mode.

During a read operation, the signal of the long-time accu-
mulation side stored in the intermediate retention mode 1s first
transferred to the amplifier imnput, and then the signal of the
short-time accumulation side stored in the photodiode 1s
transferred.

11. Eleventh Embodiment
An example of the wide dynamic range operation using the

configuration of the first embodiment will be described using
potential changes of FIGS. 22(A) to 22(D) and FIGS. 23(A)

to 23(C).

FIGS. 22(A) to 22(D) are first potential change diagrams
illustrating an example of the wide dynamic range operation
according to an eleventh embodiment using the configuration
of the first embodiment.

FIGS. 23(A) to 23(C) are second potential change dia-
grams 1llustrating an example of the wide dynamic range
operation according to the eleventh embodiment using the
configuration of the first embodiment.

In the eleventh embodiment, a pixel circuit 1s the same as
shown in FI1G. 4, details and a cross-sectional configuration of
a transier circuit are the same as shown in FIGS. 5 and 6.

[Step ST31]

In step ST31 of FIG. 22(A) like step ST11 of FIG. 7(A),
first electron accumulation 1s performed 1n the diffusion node
204 of the photodiode 111.

In the channel regions of the first NMOS transistor 1121
and the second NMOS transistor 1122, potentials are respec-
tively modulated 1n ranges of R11 and R12 according to a
potential commonly applied to the shared gate electrode 201
of the two, for example, -1.5t0 3 V.

On the other hand, the gate electrode 202 of the third
NMOS ftransistor 1123, which 1s the separation transistor, 1s
connected to the ground GND, and the potential of the chan-
nel 1s adjusted to about 0.6 V.
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[Step ST32]

If the first NMOS transistor 1121 and the second NMOS
transistor 1122 are turned on in step ST32 of FI1G. 22(B), the
clectrons move.

Electrons accumulated m the diffusion node 204 of the
photodiode 111 all move to the channel region of the second
NMOS transistor 1122 via the first NMOS transistor 1121.

That 1s, the electrons move to the channel region of the
second NMOS transistor 1122 having a deep depletion state
and are accumulated 1n an analog state.

[Step ST33]

The gate electrode 201 1s driven to turn off the first NMOS
transistor 1121 and the second NMOS transistor 1122 in step
ST33 of FIG. 22(C), so that the potential of the channel region
1s modulated 1n the negative potential direction.

Thereby, the photodiode 111 1s separated from the channel
of the second NMOS transistor 1122, and first accumulation
1s completed.

In the step in which the gate electrodes of the first NMOS
transistor 1121 and the second NMOS transistor 1122 have
reached an appropriate ntermediate voltage, a state 1s
reached in which the accumulated electrons have been sepa-
rated from both the photodiode 111 and the FD 117, which 1s
the input node of the amplifier circuit 118.

[ Step ST34]

Because light 1s continuously incident on the photodiode
111 and photoelectrically converted if the intermediate reten-
tion state of step ST33 1s maintained in step ST34 of FIG.
22(D), new electrons are accumulated in its diffusion node
204.

[ Step ST35]

I1 the first NMOS transistor 1121 and the second NMOS
transistor 1122 are completely turned oil in step ST35 of FIG.

23(A), the electrons move as follows.

That 1s, all first accumulated electrons retained 1n the chan-
nel of the second NMOS transistor 1122 move to the FD 117,
which 1s the mnput node of the amplifier circuit 118.

Thereby, the amplifier circuit 118 having the amplifier
transistor 114 drives the vertical signal line 170, and a first
accumulated signal 1s read.

[Step ST36]

If the first NMOS transistor 1121 and the second NMOS
transistor 1122 are turned on again in step ST136 of FIG.
23(B), the electrons move as follows.

Second accumulated electrons accumulated 1n the diffu-
s1ion node 204 of the photodiode 111 all move to the channel
region ol the second NMOS transistor via the first NMOS
transistor 1121. At this time, the FD 117, which 1s the input
node of the amplifier circuit 118, 1s reset to 3 V.

[Step ST37]

If the first NMOS transistor 1121 and the second NMOS
transistor 1122 are completely turned oif again 1n step ST37
of FI1G. 23(C), the electrons move as follows.

All of the second accumulated electrons retained 1n the
channel of the second NMOS transistor 1122 move to the FD
117, which 1s the input node of the amplifier circuat.

Thereby, the amplifier circuit 118 having the amplifier
transistor 114 drives the vertical signal line 170, and a second
accumulated signal 1s read.

By adjusting an effective timing of the above-described
operation sequence, the first electron accumulation 1s per-
formed for a long time and the second electron accumulation
1s performed for a short time.

I1 the first electron accumulation 1s not saturated, 1ts value
1s used 1n accumulated data of a pixel. On the other hand, 1t the
first electron accumulation 1s saturated, a value of the second
clectron accumulation 1s used 1n the accumulated data of the
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pixel. If the second accumulation time 1s 1/K of the first
accumulation time, second accumulated data 1s handled to be
K times during image synthesis.

The long-time accumulation and the short-time accumula-
tion are continuously performed without the read in the
middle. The read 1s sequentially continuously performed
twice for each row.

Theretfore, frame synthesis 1s possible i a user of an 1mager
according to the embodiment of the present invention pre-
pares only two line bulfers without having to prepare two
frame bulfers corresponding to different accumulation times.

When the read time 1s doubled, a frame rate becomes 12 but
all the doubled time taken for one frame can be used 1n
accumulation.

FIGS. 24(A) to 24(D) are diagrams showing a timing chart
ol the above-described wide dynamic range correspondence
operation.

FI1G. 24(A) shows a signal potential of the reset line 150,
FIG. 24(B) shows a signal potential of the transfer line 140,
FIG. 24(C) shows a signal potential of the row selection line
160, and FIG. 24(D) shows a signal potential of the vertical
signal line 170.

First, the reset line 150 1s set to the high level during reset,
so that the FD 117, which is the input node of the amplifier
circuit 118, 1s connected to a reset level (power supply voltage
3V).

On the other hand, at a point in time when the level of the
transier line 140 has risen from the low level to the high level
and has further fallen from the high level to the low level,
clectrons accumulated 1n the photodiode 111 are transferred
to the FD 117 and drawn to the reset level.

At this point i time, an accumulation period T10L of the
first electron accumulation starts. A pulse of the reset line 150
talls to the low level after waiting for the level of the transfer
line 140 to fall to the low level.

When a predetermined accumulation time has elapsed, the
level of a transfer line rises from the low level to the high level,
and accumulated electrons are transferred to the intermediate
node formed in the channel portion of the second NMOS
transistor 1122 as shown 1n step ST32 of FIG. 22(B).

Further, 1f the level of the transier line 140 falls from the
high level to the intermediate potential, the photodiode 11 and
the intermediate node are disconnected as shown 1n step ST33
of FIG. 22(C), and the accumulation period T10L of the
long-time side of the first electron accumulation ends.

Simultaneously, a second accumulation period T10S starts.

After a selection signal 1s applied to the row selection line

160 and row selection 1s performed, the read 1s performed as
follows.

First, the FD 117, which 1s the input node of the amplifier
circuit 118, 1sreset by apulse application of the reset line 150,
and the reset level 1s sensed.

Next, 1f the level of the transier line 140 falls to the low
level from the intermediate node, the first accumulated elec-
trons are transierred to the FD 117, which 1s the input node of
the amplifier circuit 118, as shown 1n step ST35 of FIG.
23(A), and their sensing 1s performed.

The FD 117, which 1s the input node of the amplifier circuit
118, 1s reset again by a pulse application of the reset line 150,
and the reset level 1s sensed.

Next, 1f the pulse 1s applied to the transier line 140, the
second accumulated signal 1s transferred to the FD 117,
which 1s the input node of the amplifier circuit 118, through
steps ST36 and ST37 of FIGS. 23(B) and 23(C), and 1ts
sensing 1s performed.

The accumulation period T10S also ends by reading the
second accumulated signal.
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12. Twelfth Embodiment

The above-described wide dynamic range function 1s also
performed with the same concept for the configuration of the
third embodiment.

FIGS. 25(A) to 25(E) are diagrams showing a timing chart
of the wide dynamic range operation according to a twelith
embodiment using the configuration of the third embodiment.

In the twelfth embodiment, a configuration of a pixel con-
figuration 1s the same as that of FIG. 12.

The reset line 150 has the high level during reset, so that the
FD 117, which 1s the input node of the amplifier circuit 118,
1s connected to a reset level (power supply voltage 3 V).

On the other hand, the level of the first transfer line 141
rises from the low level to the high level, so that extra elec-
trons accumulated in the photodiode 111 are transierred to the
channel portion of the second NMOS transistor 1122 via the

first NMOS transistor 1121.
Further, the level of the first transier line 141 falls from the
high level to the low level and the second transfer line 142 as

the separation line has the high level at substantially the same
time, so that the third NMOS transistor 1123, which 1s the
separation transistor, 1s conductive. Ultimately, 11 the level of
the second transfer line 142 falls to the low level, accumulated
electrons are completely transierred to the FD 117 and drawn
to the reset level.

At this point 1n time, an accumulation period T11L of the
first electron accumulation starts. A pulse of the reset line 150
talls to the low level after waiting for the level of the second
transier line 142 to fall to the low level.

If a predetermined accumulation time has elapsed, the level
of the first transfer line 141 rises from the low level to the high
level, so that electrons accumulated 1n the photodiode 111 are
transierred to the mmtermediate accumulation node.

Further, 1f the first transfer line 141 returns from the high
level to the low level, the potential state moves to the inter-
mediate retention mode of step S123 of FIG. 13(B) and the
intermediate accumulation node and the photodiode are sepa-
rated.

Thereby, the accumulation period T11L of the long-time
side of the first electron accumulation ends. Simultaneously,
a second accumulation period T11S starts.

After a selection signal 1s applied to the row selection line
160 and row selection 1s performed, the read 1s performed as
follows.

First, a pulse 1s applied to the reset line 150, the FD 117,
which 1s the input node of the amplifier circuit 118, 1s con-
nected to the reset level, and the reset level 1s sensed.

Next, the second transier line 142 as the separation line 1s
driven to the high level, and the third NMOS transistor 1123
as the separation transistor 1s conductive. Thereby, the first
accumulated electrons accumulated in the channel portion of
the second NMOS transistor 1122 are transferred to the FD
117, which 1s the input node of the amplifier circuit 118. At a
point 1n time when the second transfer line 142 as the sepa-
ration line has fallen again to the low level, the complete
transier of the first accumulated electrons to the FD 117 1s
completed and the first accumulated signal 1s sensed.

The FD 117, which 1s the input node of the amplifier circuit
118, 1s reset again by a pulse application of the reset line 150,
and the reset level 1s sensed.

Next, the first transfer line 141 1s driven from the low level
to the high level, so that the second accumulated electrons
accumulated 1n the photodiode 111 are transierred to the
channel portion of the second NMOS transistor 1122 via the

first NMOS transistor 1121.




US 9,270,912 B2

31

Further, it the level of the first transter line 141 falls from
the high level to the low level, the second transier line 142 as

the separation line has the high level at substantially the same
time, and ultimately the level of the second transfer line 142
falls to the low level, the second accumulated electrons are
completely transterred to the FD 117.

Thereby, the second accumulation period T11S also ends,
and the second accumulated signal 1s subsequently sensed.

If the first electron accumulation 1s not saturated, its value
1s used 1n accumulated data of a pixel. On the other hand, 1t the
first electron accumulation 1s saturated, a value of the second
clectron accumulation 1s used 1n the accumulated data of the
pixel. If the second accumulation time 1s 1/K of the first
accumulation time, second accumulated data 1s handled to be
K times during image synthesis.

13. Thirteenth Embodiment

Next, the twelfth embodiment in which the structure of a
transier circuit within a pixel 1s changed will be described.

FIG. 26 1s a diagram showing a pixel circuit of a CMOS
image sensor according to a thirteenth embodiment of the
present invention.

A pixel circuit 110E according to the thirteenth embodi-
ment has a configuration 1n which the third NMOS transistor
1123 as the separation transistor of the transter transistor 112
of the pixel circuit 110A according to the first embodiment 1s
omitted.

That 1s, 1n the pixel circuit 110E according to the thirteenth
embodiment, a transfer transistor 112E 1s formed of the first
MOS transistor 1121 of the high threshold voltage HVth, and
the second MOS transistor 1122 of the low threshold voltage
LVth mtegrated and connected 1n series.

FI1G. 27 1s a diagram showing an equivalent circuit of the
transier circuit including the transtfer transistor of the pixel
circuit 110E according to the thirteenth embodiment.

Electrons generated by photoelectric conversion in the
photodiode 111 are completely transierred to the FD 117,
which 1s the input node of the amplifier circuit 118, via the
first and second NMOS transistors 1121 and 1122 integrated
and connected 1n series to form the transier transistor 112E.

In the integrated first and second NMOS transistors 1121
and 1122, channels are directly connected to each other, not
via an n-type diffusion layer or the like.

A driving signal 1s collectively applied to the gate elec-
trodes 201 of the first and second NMOS transistors 1121 and
1122 at the same time.

The first NMOS transistor 1121 has the high threshold
voltage HVth, and the second NMOS transistor 1122 has the
low threshold voltage LVth.

The FD 117, which is the mput node, has the parasitic
capacitance 203, and 1ts potential variation amount AVT 1s
TAVE=Q/CT} if an accumulated electric charge amount is Q
and a parasitic capacitance value 1s CI.

During a read operation, this displacement drives the ver-
tical signal line 170 at a fixed gain via the amplifier circuit
118.

As the third NMOS transistor as the separation transistor 1s
omitted from the first embodiment, an area occupied by a
pixel 1s reduced by the omission.

On the other hand, the FD 117, which 1s the input node of
the amplifier circuit 118 1n a floating state, 1s easily affected
by a state change of the second NMOS transistor 1122 adja-
cent thereto.

For example, when the first and second NMOS transistors
1121 and 1122 are turned on through the gate electrodes 201,
the potential ofthe FID 117 1s changed by coupling thereof. As
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a result, there 1s the effect that some electrons to be accumu-
lated 1n the channel portion of the second NMOS transistor
1122 are leaked to the FD 117, which 1s the input node of the
amplifier circuit 118, or the like.

The FD 117, which is the input node of the amplifier circuit
118, includes a diffusion layer into which a large amount of
impurities 1s mtroduced, a contact portion of a wiring, or the
like, and has low crystallinity as compared to the channel
portion of the MOS transistor.

Therefore, individually leaked electrons are easily lost by
recombination or the like during the accumulation period, and
particularly have significantly negative influence on the accu-
mulation function of the third embodiment or the global shut-
ter function of the ninth or tenth embodiment.

However, 11 electric charge accumulation capability 1s sui-
ficiently large 1n the channel portion of the second NMOS
transistor 1122, 1t 1s possible in the thirteenth embodiment
also to reduce or remove a margin limitation of a complete
transier 1n a principal similar to that of the first embodiment.

FIG. 28 1s a diagram showing a cross-sectional structure
example of the transfer circuit of FIG. 27.

In the photodiode 111, a HAD structure 1n which the vicin-
ity of a silicon surface in contact with an oxide film has a
p-type 1s adopted.

Here, the photoelectrically converted electrons are initially
accumulated 1n the n-type diffusion node 204.

If a signal that turns on the first NMOS transistor 1121 1s
applied to the gate electrode 201, many electrons are trans-
terred to the channel region of the second NMOS transistor
1122 via the first NMOS transistor 1121, and accumulated 1n
the channel region.

For example, an impurnity profile of a channel portion 1s
adjusted, so that a threshold of the first NMOS transistor 1121
1s set to be high and a threshold of the second NMOS tran-
sistor 1122 1s setto be low. Thereby, the channel portion ofthe
second NMOS transistor 1122 forms an electron accumula-
tion well, and the channel portion of the first NMOS transistor
1121 forms a potential wall of backtlow prevention.

The diffusion layer 205 i1s connected to an iput of the
amplifier circuit 118, which 1s not shown in the cross-sec-

tional view.

Here, the first NMOS transistor 1121 and the second
NMOS transistor 1122 are considered two individual transis-
tors. However, they can be considered a single NMOS tran-
sistor having a gradient 1n the impurity profile of the channel
portion 1f the gate electrodes are also integrally formed as
shown 1n the figure.

In any case, 1t 1s functionally the same as two 1ndividual
transistors connected 1n series, and 1s included 1n an applica-
tion range of the present mvention.

FIGS. 29(A) to 29(D) are diagrams showing potential
changes accompanying a read transfer operation using the
transter circuit of the pixel circuit according to the thirteenth
embodiment.

[Step T41]

In step ST41 of FIG. 29(A), the diffusion node 204 of the
photodiode 111 1s designed so that a potential bottom 1s about
2.5 V during full depletion 1n positive electric charge by a
fixed number of donors. Here, it 1s filled with photoelectr-
cally converted electrons up to a saturation state (about 0 V).

On the other hand, 1n the channel regions of the first NMOS
transistor 1121 and the second NMOS transistor 1122, poten-
tials are respectively modulated in ranges of R17 and R18
according to a potential commonly applied to the two gate
clectrodes, for example, 1.5 Vio 3 V.
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The diffusion layer 205 (the FD 117), which 1s the iput
node of the amplifier circuit 118, 1s reset to have a floating,
state of 3 V.

[Step ST42]

If the first NMOS transistor 1121 and the second NMOS
transistor 1122 are turned on 1n step ST42 of FIG. 29(B), a

potential moves as follows.
Electrons accumulated 1n the diffusion node 204 of the
photodiode 111 all move to the channel region of the second

NMOS transistor 1122 via the first NMOS transistor 1121.

In this case, the potential of the diffusion layer 205 (the FD
117), which 1s the input node of the amplifier circuit 118, rises
by coupling. Some electrons further flow into the diffusion
layer 205 (the FD 117) via the channel portion of the second
NMOS transistor 1122.

That 1s, most electrons, which are a read signal, are accu-
mulated in the channel region of the second NMOS transistor
1122 having a deep depletion state, and some electrons are
accumulated 1n the diffusion layer 205 (the FD 117), which 1s
the input node of the amplifier circuit 118.

[Step ST43]

The gate electrodes 201 are driven to turn oif the first
NMOS transistor 1121 and the second NMOS transistor 1122
in step ST43 of FIG. 29(C), so that the potential of the channel
region 1s modulated 1n the negative direction.

Here, the channel of the first NMOS transistor 1121 forms
a potential barrier, and prevents accumulated electrons from
flowing back to the diffusion node 204 of the photodiode 111.
A height of the barrier corresponds to a difference between
thresholds of the two transistors, for example, 1.5 V.

As the potential of the channel region o the second NMOS
transistor 1122 rises (the potential decreases), electrons accu-
mulated therein move to the diffusion layer 205 (the FD 117),
which 1s the input node of the amplifier circuit 118.

[Step ST44]

In an OFF state of the first and second NMOS transistors
1121 and 1122 1n step ST44 of FIG. 29(D), a state 1s reached
in which all electrons accumulated 1n the photodiode 1n step
S41 have moved to the diffusion layer 205, which 1s the input
node of the amplifier circuit 118. Thereby, the amplifier drives
the vertical signal line, and an accumulated signal 1s read.

If the above-described step-by-step transier 1s used, it 1s
unnecessary to secure a potential difference between the dii-
fusion node 204 of the photodiode 111 having the full deple-
tion state and the difTusion layer 205, which 1s the mnput node
of the amplifier circuit 118.

That 1s, 1n the thirteenth embodiment, a complete transier
1s implemented even 1n a state 1n which the potential of the
diffusion layer 205 (the FD 117) filled with electrons 1s shal-
lower than that of the diffusion node 204.

To completely remove the above-described potential limi-
tation during the transter, the accumulation capacity of the
channel portion of the second NMOS transistor 1122 1s sui-
ficiently increased 1n step ST42. Thereby, it 1s necessary to
move all electrons to the right side from the second NMOS
transistor 1122, regardless of the magnitude of the parasitic
capacitance of the diffusion layer 205, which 1s the input node
of the amplifier circuit 118.

If the saturated accumulated electric charge amount of the
photodiode 1s QQs, a channel capacity of the second NMOS
transistor 1122 (a capacity of an inversion layer) 1s Cinv, and
a threshold difference between the first NMOS transistor

1121 and the second NMOS transistor 1122 1s AVth, the
following condition 1s given.

|Cinv*AVih|>1 s [Expression 3]
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Actually, there 1s an advantageous eflect in that a transfer
margin suificiently significantly extends 11 a state 1s reached
in which half or more of electrons generated by photoelectric

conversion of the photodiode 111 have been accumulated 1n
the channel portion of the second NMOS transistor 1122 in
step S142.

14. Fourteenth Embodiment

FIG. 30 1s a diagram showing a pixel circuit of a CMOS
imager according to a fourteenth embodiment of the present
ivention.

A difference between a pixel circuit 110F according to the
fourteenth embodiment and the pixel circuit 110E according
to the thirteenth embodiment 1s as follows.

In the pixel circuit 110F according to the fourteenth
embodiment, a plurality of pixels, for example, two pixels
PX1.110a and PXL1105, respectively having a unique pho-
todiode 111 and a unique transier circuit 112, share FD 117
and an amplifier transistor 114 forming an amplifier circuat.

In the pixel circuit 110F, the plurality of pixels PX1.110aq
and PXL.1105 also share a reset transistor 113 and a row
selection transistor 115.

In transfer transistors 112q¢ and 1126 of the respective
pixels PX1.110q and PX1.1105b, shared gate electrodes of first

and second NMOS transistors are respectively connected to
different transfer lines 140a and 14056.

In the pixel circuit 110F, electrons accumulated 1n respec-
tive photodiodes 111 and 1115 are transierred to the FD 117
(the mput node of the amplifier circuit) at individual timings
according to the respectively independent transier lines 140a
and 1400b.

The sharing of the amplifier circuit can reduce an effective
s1ze of the pixel, but parasitic capacitance of the FD 117 also
increases when the number of sharing pixels increases.

Therefore, it 1s preferable that the number of sharing pixels
be equal to or greater than 2 and equal to or less than 16.

The embodiments using the photodiode 1n a photoelectric
conversion element of a semiconductor imager have been
described above.

On the other hand, a MOS capacitor may be used in the
photoelectric conversion element. It 1s possible to obtain the

same elfect even when the MOS capacitor 1s used 1n place of
the photodiode 1n the first to fourteenth embodiments.

15. Fifteenth Embodiment

FIG. 31 1s a diagram showing a configuration example of a
transier circuit according to a fifteenth embodiment in which
the photodiode 1s replaced with a MOS capacitor with respect
to FI1G. 6, which 1s a cross-sectional structure example corre-
sponding to the first embodiment.

In FIG. 31, reference numeral 210 denotes a photoelectric
conversion element using a MOS capacitor.

For example, a fixed voltage of 2 V 1s applied to an elec-
trode 211, and a MOS capacitor 210 has a deep depletion
state.

If electrons enter the depletion layer, electron/hole pairs
are generated. Holes are attracted to an electric field and go to
a p-well side. On the other hand, the electrons are accumu-
lated 1n the vicinity of an oxide film of the MOS capacitor 210
as an 1nversion layer.

If the gate electrode 201 has the high level, the accumulated
clectrons are completely transierred to the channel region of
the second NMOS transistor 1122 via the first MOS transistor
1121, and accumulated in the channel region.
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Further, 1f the level of the gate electrode 201 falls to the low
level, the accumulated electrons are transferred to the diffu-
sion layer 205 (the FD 117), which 1s the input node of the
amplifier circuit, the vertical signal line 170 1s driven, and the
read 1s performed.

16. Sixteenth Embodiment

FIG. 32 1s a diagram showing a cross-sectional structure
example of a transfer circuit according to a sixteenth embodi-
ment having a cross-sectional structure different from the
transfer circuit of the first embodiment.

A main difference between the transfer circuit according to
the sixteenth embodiment of FIG. 32 and the transfer circuit
according to the first embodiment of FIG. 6 1s an integrated
gate structure of the integrated first to third NMOS transistors
1121, 1122, and 1123.

In the sixteenth embodiment, the first NMOS transistor
1121 and the second NMOS transistor 1122 are formed using
different gate electrodes 201-1 and 201-2.

The gate electrodes 201-1 and 201-2 are formed of difier-
ent conductive layers or polysilicon layers, and short-cir-
cuited within a pixel (not shown) to form an integrated elec-
trode 201.

In this structure, 1t 1s possible to adjust a substrate impurity
profile of the second NMOS transistor 1122 in self alignment.
Alternatively, 1t 1s also possible to adjust a threshold by
changing work functions of different gate electrode layers.

The solid-state image pickup device according to the first
to sixteenth embodiments described above may be applied as
an 1mage pickup device of a digital camera or a video camera.

17. Seventeenth Embodiment

FI1G. 33 15 a diagram showing an example of a configura-
tion of a camera system to which a solid-state image pickup
device 1s applied according to an embodiment of the present
ivention.

As shown 1 FIG. 33, a camera system 300 has an image
pickup device 310 to which the CMOS 1mage sensors (solid-
state image pickup devices) 100 1s applicable.

The camera system 300 has an optical system, which
guides incident light to a pixel region of the image pickup
device 310 (or which forms an 1mage of a subject), for
example, a lens 320, which forms an 1mage of the incident
light (an optical image) on an 1mage pickup surface.

Further, the camera system 300 has a driving circuit (DRV)
330, which drives the image pickup device 310, and a signal
processing circuit (PRC) 340, which processes an output
signal of the image pickup device 310.

The driving circuit 330 has a timing generator (not shown),
which generates various timing signals including a start pulse
or a clock pulse to drive a circuit within the 1mage pickup
device 310, and drives the image pickup device 310 by a
predetermined timing signal.

The signal processing circuit 340 performs predetermined
signal processing for the output signal of the image pickup
device 310.

An 1mage signal processed by the signal processing circuit
340 1s recorded, for example, on a recording medium such as
a memory. Image information recorded on the recording
medium 1s hard-copied by a printer or the like. The image
signal processed by the signal processing circuit 340 1s dis-
played on a monitor including a liquid crystal display or the
like as a moving image.

In an 1mage pickup apparatus of a digital still camera or the
like as described above, a high-precision camera can be
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implemented at low power consumption by mounting the
above-described i1mage pickup device 100 as the image

pickup device 310.

REFERENCE SIGNS LIST

100: CMOS 1mage sensor
110: Pixel array section
110A to 110F: Pixel circuit
111: Photodiode

112: Transter transistor
1121: First MOS transistor
1122: Second MOS transistor
1123: Third MOS transistor
113: Reset transistor

114: Amplifier transistor
115: Row selection transistor

116: Accumulation node
117: FD

118: Amplifier circuit
120: Row selection circuit
130: Column read circuit (AFE

300: Camera system

L1
o

What 1s claimed 1s:

1. A solid state imaging device comprising:

an amplifier transistor, an input node for the amplifier
transistor, or both the amplifier transistor and the input
node for the amplifier transistor;

a plurality of photoelectric conversion elements;

a same plurality of storage transistors, each configured to
act as a photo-charge storage node to store charges gen-

crated by a respective photoelectric conversion element;
and

a same plurality of transfer transistors, each configured to
transier charges from a respective photoelectric conver-
sion element to a common output, the common output
being either the amplifier transistor or the input node for
the amplifier transistor.

2. The solid state imaging device of claim 1, wherein each

storage transistor 1s electrically between its respective photo-
clectric conversion element and its respective transfer tran-
s1stor.

3. The solid state imaging device of claim 2, wherein each
photoelectric conversion element 1s a pinned photodiode.

4. The solid state imaging device of claim 1, wherein a gate
clectrode of each transfer transistor has a fixed potential.

5. The solid state imaging device of claim 1, wherein:

cach storage transistor 1s comprised of a first and a second

transistor, and

the first and second transistors have gate electrodes that are

simultaneously collectively driven, and a threshold volt-
age of the first transistor 1s set to be higher than that of the
second transistor.
6. The solid-state 1maging device of claim 1, wherein the
input node for the amplifier transistor 1s a floating diffusion
region.
7. The solid-state imaging device of claim 1, wherein:
the solid-state imaging device comprises both the amplifier
transistor and the input node for the amplifier transistor,

cach storage transistor 1s electrically between its respective
photoelectric conversion element and 1ts respective
transfer transistor,

the input node for the amplifier transistor 1s a floating

diffusion region,
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cach transfer transistor 1s connected to transier charges
from 1ts respective storage transistor to the tloating dii-
fusion region, and

a gate of the amplifier transistor 1s connected to the floating,
diffusion region.

8. An electronic device comprising:

a solid-state 1maging circuitry, the solid-state i1maging
device comprising (a) an amplifier transistor, an input
node for the amplifier transistor, or both the amplifier
transistor and the iput node for the amplifier transistor,
(b) a plurality of photoelectric conversion elements, (c)
a same plurality of storage transistors, each configured
to act as a photo-charge storage node to store charges
generated by a respective photoelectric conversion ele-
ment, and (d) a same plurality of transier transistors,
cach configured to transfer charges from a respective
photoelectric conversion element to a common output,
the common output being either the amplifier transistor
or the mput node for the amplifier transistor; and

processing circuitry to process signals generated by the
solid-state 1image circuitry.

9. The electronic device of claim 8, wherein each storage
transistor 1s electrically between its respective photoelectric
conversion element and its respective transier transistor.

10. The electronic device of claim 9, wherein each photo-
clectric conversion element 1s a pinned photodiode.

11. The electronic device of claim 8, wherein a gate elec-
trode of each transier transistor has a fixed potential.

12. The electronic device of claim 8, wherein:

cach storage transistor 1s comprised of a first and a second
transistor, and

the first and second transistors have gate electrodes that are
simultaneously collectively driven, and a threshold volt-
age of the first transistor 1s set to be higher than that of the
second transistor.

13. The electronic device of claim 8, wherein the mput

node for the amplifier transistor 1s a floating diffusion region.

14. The electronic device of claim 8, wherein:

the solid-state imaging circuitry comprises both the ampli-
fier transistor and the mput node for the amplifier tran-
sistor,

cach storage transistor 1s electrically between its respective
photoelectric conversion element and 1ts respective
transier transistor,

the iput node for the amplifier transistor 1s a floating
diffusion region.,

cach transfer transistor 1s connected to transier charges
from 1ts respective storage transistor to the floating dif-
fusion region, and

a gate of the amplifier transistor 1s connected to the floating
diffusion region.
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15. A solid-state imaging device comprising;

a floating diffusion region;

a reset transistor operatively coupled to the floating diffu-
s1on region to elfect a reset thereof;

a plurality of photoelectric conversion elements;

a same plurality of storage transistors, each configured to
act as a photo-charge storage node to store charges gen-
erated by a respective photoelectric conversion element;
and

a same plurality of transfer transistors, each configured to
transier charges from a respective photoelectric conver-
sion element to floating diflusion region.

16. The solid state 1maging device of claim 15, wherein

cach photoelectric conversion element 1s a pinned photo-

diode.
17. A solid-state imaging device comprising:
a floating diffusion region;
a reset transistor operatively coupled to the floating diffu-
sion region to elfect a reset thereof;
an amplifier transistor with a gate coupled to the floating

diffusion region;

a plurality of photoelectric conversion elements;

a same plurality of storage transistors, each configured to
act as a photo-charge storage node to store charges gen-
erated by a respective photoelectric conversion element;
and

a same plurality of transfer transistors, each configured to
transier charges from a respective photoelectric conver-
sion element to the floating diffusion region.

18. The solid state imaging device of claim 17, wherein
cach photoelectric conversion element 1s a pinned photo-
diode.

19. A solid-state imaging device comprising:

a floating diffusion region;

a reset transistor operatively coupled to the tloating diffu-

sion region to effect a reset thereof;

an amplifier transistor with a gate coupled to the floating
diffusion region;

a plurality of photoelectric conversion elements;

a same plurality of storage transistors, each operatively
connected and configured to receive charges generated
by 1s respective photoelectric conversion element and to
act as a photo-charge storage node to store the charges
generated by a respective photoelectric conversion ele-
ment; and

a same plurality of transfer transistors, each operatively
connected and configured to transier charges from a
respective storage transistor to the floating diffusion
region.

20. The solid state 1maging device of claim 19, wherein

cach photoelectric conversion element 1s a pinned photo-
diode.
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