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Abstract
In recent years, rapid advancement in LED fabrication has enabled the possibility of
using GaN µLEDs to be the light media in a display panel. It has superior performance in many aspects when compared with OLED technology, such as high contrast,
wide viewing angle, and low power consumption. These advantages have enabled a
possibility of using µLED technology to realize flexible displays. Currently, OLEDs
need high mobility low-temperature-poly-silicon (LTPS) TFTs to be the backplane
driving circuit material because lower mobility TFTs are inadequate to drive OLEDs.
However, LTPS TFTs have poor uniformity over a large area due to unpredictable
grain sizes and require additional fabrication processes which prevent it from being integrated onto a large-area flexible platform. On the other hand, conventional
amorphous silicon (a-Si:H) technology used on LCD panels have an edge in terms
of uniformity over large-area and low-cost fabrication. Even though the field-effect
mobility of a-Si:H TFTs is much less than LTPS technology, it is sufficient to power
up µLEDs with decent pixel density, which is impossible with OLEDs. However, the
nature of amorphous materials gives rise to electrical instability issues. The output
current of a-Si:H TFTs gradually decreases over time under electrical stress, which
results in dimmer µLEDs in pixels. Moreover, the lack of complementary p-type
TFTs in a-Si:H limits the integration of driver and control circuits onto the flexible
platform to realize a full “system-on-flex”. To overcome such shortcomings of a-Si:H
technologies, this thesis makes a contribution in providing a solution to compensate
the output current degradation by a novel pixel circuit with simple control scheme, as
well as bootstrapped logic circuits that can be used as row driver and control circuits
on flexible substrates. The proposed compensation pixel and row driver circuits can
be combined to facilitate the realization of a “system-on-flex” backplane for a display
panel with a-Si:H and µLED technologies.
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Chapter 1
Introduction
1.1

A brief history of display technologies

Display technologies have come a long way since the inception of monochrome cathoderay-tubes (CRTs) in the late 1890s [1]. The idea of CRTs is relatively simple. It
operates on the principle that electrons, when fired at a high speed onto a screen
coated with fluorescent materials can produce light. By changing the voltage, and
subsequently the amount of electrons and their positions, it became possible to realize complex patterns. For a long period of time, CRTs were only used in laboratory
environment. However in early 1900s, early development has explored the commercial
viability of CRTs. With a tremendous amount of efforts, the first television came to
the market in 1923. Even though its images were monochrome, blurry and slow, it
still captured humanity’s fascination of images.
However, people were not satisfied by monochrome images moving on their screens.
The world of CRTs continued to evolve, and in the 1950s the first tri-color (red, green,
and blue, i.e. RGB) CRT was shown to the market. Then, it enjoyed a successful
commercial longevity all the way into the 1980s.
While CRTs were being purchased for every living room in ordinary families, the
industry did not pause its pace. In the 1960s, the first light-emitting diodes (LEDs)
were invented as well as plasma displays and liquid-crystal displays (LCDs). The first
1

LCD displays were only used in simple devices such as calculators and watches due
to fabrication limitations [2].
The next revolution in the world of display technology was triggered by the arrival
of personal computers (PCs). Screens had to be made with higher resolutions and
easier to handle. Fortunately, by the advent of amorphous silicon (a-Si) thin-film
transistors (TFTs), when integrated with liquid-crystals, a new generation of TFTLCD displays were fitted onto the first large scale commercial PCs and laptops. These
displays offered a much wider range of vivid colors and faster refresh rates. The
fundamental idea behind the TFT-LCD is also not difficult. Using an array of TFTs
to alter the voltage behind the liquid-crystals causing them to block portions of RGB
light, it made gray-scale possible so that images can be formed.

Figure 1.1: Evolution of the display technologies.

The LCD displays have made a high impact on the display industry as well as
2

the society during their popularity of the PC era. In the past decade, the world
has witnessed a rise of another form of consumer electronics, the handheld devices in
which more and more functionalities of the PCs have been integrated. As a result,
the demand of a better display has increased tremendously due to the smaller size
and higher resolution requirements. Driven by this demand, the development on lowtemperature-poly-silicon (LTPS) TFTs and organic light-emitting diodes (OLEDs)
have enabled high-contrast and high-resolution small size displays suitable for smartphones. Since their inception, they have been popular on the market till now [3, 4, 5,
6].
In the past few years, the focus on the Internet-of-Things (IoT) has spurred research activities on wearable electronics, which require curved or flexible displays for
conformable shaping as well as high-brightness feature for outdoor use. As a result,
the OLED displays started to show some challenges to cope with these requirements
[7, 8]. In addition, these flexible displays will be powered by batteries, so a new solution with low power consumption and high brightness will be the key to the realization
of this type of displays [9].
In the following sections, several key components in a modern display panel will
be introduced.

1.2

Display panel components

Using a modern LCD panel as a demonstration, shown in Fig. 1.2, there is a number
of components required to make a display.
The shown glass panel contains the TFT array, liquid-crystal layer, color filter,
polarizer, and transparent electrodes. Then, the off-panel components, which may
include power management integrated circuits (ICs), data source generator, row-select
signal generator, interface connectors and other required connections to the glass
panel. Shown on Fig. 1.2, a number of black ribbon cables (highlighted within
3

Figure 1.2: The PCB components and the panel of an LCD display.

dashed pink lines) are used to realize such connections. These connections require
a complex and precise bonding process to secure links between the glass panel and
external printed-circuit boards (PCBs) [10].
The cost of external components are comparatively high, and there is motivation
to integrate functionality onto the display panel. Additionally, adding functionality
on panel can make display energy efficient.

1.3

Comparison of light media

In most of the modern displays, the panel is made by glass which houses the light
media and the backplane circuits, as well as filters and other optical components [8].
For a conventional LCD display shown in Fig. 1.3(a), there is a constant-on backlight, which is the source of all the illumination. The function of TFT array and
liquid crystal is to block portions of light coming out of the back-light to achieve a
range of gradient scales. Then, the color filter is to provide the combination of RGB
since back-light is only white color.
Next, shown in Fig. 1.3(b), OLED displays do not require a back-light because
4

Figure 1.3: Schematic comparison of light media on rigid panels.

they are self-emissive. The TFT array delivers power to each OLED pixel directly
so that there is no need of having a constant-on light source. As a result, the color
contrast ratio is almost infinite because when pixels are not glowing they are completely dark. However OLEDs suffer from burn-in effect and low electro-luminescence
efficiency problems. It also requires a high quality encapsulation layer to isolate the
pixels from the environment to extend the life-span.
The shortcomings of OLED devices have led to the development of µLEDs, which
are in-organic GaN LEDs processed at µm scale [11]. Conventionally GaN LEDs
are used in interior or automobile lighting applications where their high-brightness
and high electro-luminescence efficiency properties are exploited. They seem to be
the ideal solution to display applications, however, difficulties in mass-transferring
pixelated µLED arrays to large TFT backplanes has been the bottleneck. This is the
reason that most demonstrations of µLED displays are CMOS driven small-size microdisplays shown in Fig. 1.3(c). With significant advancement in process development,
the integration of µLED with TFT backplanes has become possible.

5

A comparison is provided in Table 1.1 which outlines the characteristics of LCD,
OLED and µLEDs. It can be seen that the µLED media are the most attractive due
to high output efficiency and long operational life-time [12].
Table 1.1: Comparison of light media
LCD

OLED

µLED

Color filter/backlight

Self-emissive

Self-emissive

Low

Medium

High

Luminance

∼ 3 × 102

∼ 5 × 102

∼ 3 × 105

(cd/m2 )

(full-color)

(full-color)

(full-color)

Low

High

High

ms

µs

ns

Medium

Medium

Low

−20 ∼ 80◦ C

−30 ∼ 70◦ C

−100 ∼ 120◦ C

Long

Medium

Long

Mechanism
Luminous
efficiency

Contrast
ratio
Response
time
Power
consumption
Operating
temperature
Life
span

1.4

Comparison of backplane circuit technologies

Beside the light media, backplane circuit technologies are also the determining factor
for a display [13, 14]. There are several implementations on the market suited for
different types of displays shown in Table 1.2.
Crystalline-silicon based CMOS backplane technology is being applied for ultrahigh resolution small-area devices used in virtual-reality (VR) or augmented-reality
6

Table 1.2: Comparison of backplane technologies

Mobility
(cm2 /V

Crystalline

Low-temperature

Amorphous

Transition

silicon

poly-silicon

silicon

metal-oxide

∼ 103

∼ 102

∼1

∼ 10

p- and n-

p- and n-

n- only

n- only

Very small

Small

Very large

Large

1”

∼ 1000

∼ 10000

∼ 1000

High

Medium

Low

Low

High

Very low

High

High

No

Medium

High

High

Very High

High

Low

High

s)

Device type
Fabrication
area
diagonal length
Electrical
stability
Device
uniformity
Substrate
flexibility
Cost

(AR) gears. Since CMOS transistors possess very high carrier mobility at ∼ 1000
cm2 /V s, they can accommodate a very small pixel down to a dimension of 5 µm ×
5 µm, which is crucial for the near-eye VR displays [15, 16]. However, CMOS chips are
known for their high fabrication cost and rigidity. Recently, there has been demonstrations on thinning the CMOS wafers and achieve some degree of flexibility, but the
area limitation is still the major concern for making larger displays with crystalline
CMOS backplane [17].
Next, the low-temperature poly-silicon (LTPS) TFTs have a carrier mobility
around ∼ 100 cm2 /V s and can also be complementary [18]. They are mostly used on
phone-sized displays driving OLEDs [19, 20]. The fabrication of LTPS TFTs requires
a laser crystallization process on the amorphous silicon channel region. This procedure causes the TFTs to have poor large-area uniformity so that the display panels
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struggle to reach tens of inches in size.
Then, hydrogenated amorphous silicon (a-Si:H) TFTs which have a low mobility
of ∼ 1 cm2 /V s are conventionally used on TFT-LCD display panels [21]. Because
of the constant-on back-light, the TFTs are only acting as switches to control the
liquid-crystals. Therefore, these low performing TFTs are sufficient for this purpose
[22]. However, due to the random nature of the amorphous material, the large-area
uniformity of these TFTs are relatively high. In addition, they can be deposited
with low temperature which is suitable for transparent plastic substrate enabling the
potential to realize flexible displays.
Lastly, transition-metal-oxide TFTs are also deposited with the amorphous structure [23]. They resemble similar uniformity and flexibility features of a-Si:H TFTs,
but with at least one order of magnitude higher carrier mobility [24]. However, their
fabrication cost is higher than a-Si:H TFTs and the technology is not yet mature.

1.5

Motivations

Driven by the rapid growing demand of IoT and wearable devices, flexible displays
have become a crucial component in shaping the display technology of the future.
Market analysis have predicted a multi-billion dollar market on flexible electronics
in the next decade. This research work was carried out with the goal of realizing
a flexible display system (“system-on-flex” shown in Fig. 1.4), which is capable of
providing high-brightness, low power consumption and high reliability displays.
Shown in the previous introduction, µLEDs appear to be the best choice as the
light medium for flexible displays due to its high luminescence efficiency and long life
span. On the other hand, a-Si:H TFTs which have excellent large-area uniformity
and low cost may emerge as the backplane circuit choice.
After the successful demonstration of µLED integrated onto plastic substrate, it
becomes crucial to design reliable a-Si:H backplane circuits to realize flexible displays.
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Figure 1.4: The diagram of a flexible µLED+a-Si:H TFT backplane.

Due to the nature of amorphous material, the electrical instability of the TFTs is
a major disadvantage, especially in the case of µLED displays. Because these displays
are self-emissive, so the TFTs need to supply power unlike their functions of being only
switches in the conventional TFT-LCD displays. With this constraint, the well-known
mobility degradation of a-Si:H TFTs can cause a display to lose brightness over-time.
In addition, the lack of a complementary transistor type further complicates design
of additional functionalities on the flexible panel.
With above mentioned challenges in mind, the thesis makes an attempt to provide
circuit solutions. In particular, a novel compensation pixel circuit is demonstrated
that is able to provide stable brightness despite changing threshold-voltage of the
driver transistor on a flexible substrate. In addition, realization of multistage logic
circuit with only n-type transistor is demonstrated that has CMOS-like properties.
With these challenges in mind for a-Si:H backplane, this thesis has provided several
solutions to tackle the problems, such as compensation pixel circuits to retain µLED
brightness over-time and full-swing low-power logic gates to realize complex digital
circuits on flexible substrate. All these solutions are to facilitate the realization of
flexible displays with the combination of µLED and a-Si:H TFTs.
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1.6

Thesis outline

This thesis is organized in the following manner:
Chapter 1 provides a brief introduction of the display technologies for the past half
a century and compared the light media and backplane technologies. It also brings
up the motivation and goal of the research work.
Chapter 2 discusses background information on existing pixel driving scheme and
amorphous silicon TFT properties to prepare readers for the core analysis of the
thesis.
Chapter 3 shows a successful integration of µLEDs onto a-Si:H TFT pixel circuit
on flexible substrate which demonstrates high-brightness and low-power features.
Chapter 4 proposes a novel compensation pixel circuit on flexible substrate to
tackle the electrical instability of the TFTs with mathematical derivation, circuit
simulation and measurement results.
Chapter 5 proposes novel logic gates with full-swing and low static leakage current
suitable for peripheral circuits that controls pixel arrays on flexible substrate. Also,
a demonstration of “system-on-flex” has been realized.
Chapter 6 concludes the thesis and lists suggested future work.
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Chapter 2
Background
2.1

Display architectures

The majority of the area on the backplane of a display panel is occupied by the
pixels. There are two types of display pixel architectures in the existing market, they
are passive-matrix and active-matrix methods.

2.1.1

Passive-matrix architecture

In the passive-matrix (PM) addressing scheme shown in Fig. 2.1, there is no transistor
backplane involved, only the light media [25]. The LED array is addressed row by
row from an external driver. When a row of LEDs is selected, the voltage of the
row line turns to ground and individual column driver is set to the desired current
to represent the image information of all the LEDs. Because there is no transistor
or storage component to maintain the image information, all the LEDs turn off when
the next row is being addressed [26].
Even though PM architecture is known for its simplicity of only requiring light
media on the display panel without backplane circuits, it is not capable of delivering
the needs for large-area and high-resolution displays. Because in order to form any
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still image or video on a PM display panel, the LEDs need to be driven at a much
higher refresh rate. In addition, the column data drivers have to cope with accurate
and high-levels of instant current density during the very short ON period of a display
cycle which is very difficult to achieve. Therefore, PM architecture is only suitable for
small-area and low-resolution digital displays typically less than 200 rows to maintain
a standard refresh rate of 60 Hz [26, 27].

Figure 2.1: Backplane circuit example of an LCD display panel.

2.1.2

Active-matrix architecture

Considering the disadvantages of PM architecture, the active-matrix (AM) addressing
was invented (shown in Fig. 2.2) and have been widely used since its inception [28].
In AM display panels, TFTs are used to control each pixel. There are typically two
phases of operation. During programming phase, the data is stored in the pixel circuit.
Next, in the emitting phase, the LED will glow proportionately to the stored data
in the pixel circuit. The programming operation is carried out row by row through
an external IC driver and traverses through the entire display panel. In addition,
12

the instant peak current density is much reduced compared to the PM architecture
because of the continuous emission from the LEDs. Therefore, AM architecture is
widely used in flat-panel displays. It is also the method used in this research work.

Figure 2.2: Backplane circuit example of an LCD display panel.

2.2

TFT families for display backplane

After comparing the display architecture and choosing the AM scheme, it is important
to understand the differences among existing backplane technologies. The two main
ones are low-temperature-poly-silicon (LTPS) and hydrogenated amorphous silicon
(a-Si:H).
LTPS TFTs have excellent carrier mobility of ∼ 100 cm2 /V s as well as complementary device types, i.e. p- and n-. In addition, the electrical stability of LTPS
TFTs is superior compared to a-Si:H ones because of the higher degree of crystallization in the channel region. However, a major drawback of LTPS TFTs is the poor
spatial uniformity, i.e. high device variation in a large area. This is due to the non13

uniform crystallization during the laser annealing process which forms the poly-silicon
active layer. These spatial variations cause poor pixel performance and result in low
image quality. Therefore, LTPS TFT backplane is mostly used for OLED smartphone
displays which requires high current and small fabrication area.
Owing to the superior performance of µLEDs against OLEDs, a-Si:H TFTs has
emerged to be a viable backplane material solution. Even though the mobility of
a-Si:H TFT is just around ∼ 1 cm2 /V s, it is sufficient to drive µLEDs with excellent
brightness. In addition, a-Si:H TFTs have been used in the TFT-LCD panels for
such a long time, the fabrication cost of these backplanes are much lower compared
to LTPS panels.

2.2.1

The structure of a-Si:H TFT

Fig. 2.3 depicts four typical device structure of a-Si:H TFTs, i.e. staggered, inverted
staggered, co-planar and inverted co-planar. Co-planer (inverted co-planer) devices
are fabricated with the semiconductor layer being the first (last). These fabrication
techniques are typically used for printed organic TFTs because the printing step
does not use a conventional deposition chamber and require all other layers to be
made prior to the printing. On the other hand, co-planer devices have sub-optimal
contact resistance resulting in lower carrier mobility [29]. The other device category is
staggered structure where the semiconductor and gate dielectric layers are sandwiched
between the gate and source/drain electrodes. Such configurations can reduce contact
resistance which leads to higher carrier mobility. Moreover, the gate dielectric and
semiconductor layers could be deposited sequentially without breaking vacuum from
the chamber, so that the quality of the material interface is higher [30]. With these
considerations, the TFT devices used in this research work are based on the staggered
structure.
In the detailed layer-by-layer view of a-Si:H TFTs with inverted staggered struc-
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Figure 2.3: Four device structures for a-Si:H TFTs.

ture shown in Fig. 2.4, metal gate is at the bottom of the stack and directly fabricated
on top of the substrate. Then, a tri-layer of amorphous silicon nitride (a-SiNx:H),
intrinsic a-Si:H and doped n+ are deposited sequentially on top of the gate metal
using a plasma-enhanced chemical-vapor deposition (PECVD) system. Afterwards,
the source/drain metal is patterned and the tri-layer is etched back to expose the
intrinsic a-Si:H layer as the channel of the transistor. After these process steps a-Si:H
TFTs can be formed.

Figure 2.4: Fabricated layers of inverted staggered a-Si:H TFTs.

The deposition of a-Si:H layer uses a low-temperature process (typically less than
300◦ C) which is very different from the high-temperature growth conditions used in
crystalline-silicon CMOS fabrication. Shown in Fig. 2.5, the density of state vs.
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energy level of amorphous silicon material is presented. Different from the clearly
defined band edges of crystalline-silicon, amorphous silicon has broadened tail states
extending into the forbidden band-gap caused by localized energy states. In addition,
the defects from broken Si-Si bonds contribute to the states in the middle of the bandgap. The high concentration of defects and the slightly n-type nature of amorphous
silicon material have made the realization of p-type a-Si:H TFTs difficult [31, 32].

Figure 2.5: The band diagram of intrinsic a-Si:H.

The presence of high density of defects contributes to the low carrier mobility of
a-Si:H TFTs [32]. In addition, voltage bias induced degradation may occur under
different circumstances [33, 34, 35]. When stressed with a positive gate voltage, there
could be more defect states formed in the channel or dielectric layers manifesting as a
threshold-voltage (VT ) shift on the I-V curve. When a-Si:H TFTs are used as the pixel
circuits for displays, this degradation can cause the brightness to go down resulting in
a short life-span. Therefore, providing a method to compensate for such degradation
is a focus of this research work. Furthermore, when considering applied mechanical
strain, the electrical instability may behave differently under various strain conditions.
Such effect is also studied in this work in details.
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2.3

Peripheral control circuits

Traditionally, display panels consist of large array of pixel circuits as illustrated in
Fig. 2.6, and several other components such as data and control drivers are outside
the panel implemented in expensive CMOS technologies. However, there is growing
motivation to integrate some of these components to make displays cheaper, energyefficient and reliable [36, 37, 38].

Figure 2.6: Backplane and external IC components of a display.

In CMOS technologies, both p- and n- type transistors are available which are
efficient for conducting logic “1” and “0”, respectively. Unfortunately, this is not
the case for a-Si:H TFT technology. Often only n-type device is available for circuit
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designers which makes realization of full-swing, energy-efficient, logic circuit a challenging task. Prior solutions mainly focus on fabrication improvement or exploiting
external power supply to realize full swing logic gates which is costly and complex.
Therefore, circuit solution would be the ideal method to tackle this problem. In this
research work, novel circuit solutions to realize full-swing and low-power logic gates
are proposed and verified to prove the feasibility of integrating circuit components on
panel.

2.4

Summary

This chapter provides the readers with relevant background knowledge on the display
architectures and TFT devices.
It outlines the benefit of AM addressing scheme and the benefits of using a-Si:H
TFTs in the backplane circuit on flexible substrate. It also explains the shortcomings
of a-Si:H TFTs, such as electrical instability under bending and the lack of a complementary device type. Solving those challenges is the focus of this research work and
will be presented thoroughly in the following chapters.
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Chapter 3
Power-efficient pixel circuit
In recent years, micrometer sized light-emitting diodes (µLEDs) have been extensively
researched as potential light media for the next-generation of flat-panel as well as flexible emissive displays. µLEDs possess many benefits when compared with organiclight-emitting diodes (OLEDs) such as brightness, operational life-time, and luminescence efficiency [39]. In the past few years, there have been multiple technologies
developed for integrating µLEDs onto different substrates such as transfer-printing,
epitaxial lift-off, and laser-induced transfer [40]. These methods have attained varying degrees of success. For flexible displays, passive matrix (PM) addressing is still
the popular implementation method owing to its simplicity [41]. However, it has several well-known drawbacks such as low resolution and high instant power consumption
and etc. Consequently, active-matrix (AM) addressing scheme is needed if the display
were to scale to a higher resolution and refresh rate.
At present, the display of choice includes low-temperature poly-silicon (LTPS)
TFTs with OLEDs. However, if µLEDs were to become a reality for flexible displays,
additional considerations such as cost, scalability, and mechanical stability needs to
be investigated.
As mentioned in the previous chapter, the LTPS technology has superior carrier
mobility and higher current drive compared to a-Si:H TFT technology. However, it
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suffers from poorer uniformity over large display area. On the other hand, µLEDs are
more power and energy efficient compared to OLEDs. Arguably, µLEDs together with
a-Si:H TFTs can be a viable alternative to power-hungry OLED and LTPS panels.
This was the motivation for the research described in this chapter. Two pixel circuit
configurations with µLEDs are presented and analyzed.

3.1
1

Source-anode configured conventional pixel

The first method to realize µLED with a-Si:H TFT pixel circuit is to mimic the

LTPS+OLED configuration in which the anode of the µLED is placed at the source
side of the driving TFT shown in Fig. 3.1. In the pixel circuit, the switch TFT (T1 )
controls the charging and discharging of the storage capacitor in the programming
phase and the driving TFT (T0 ) supplies current to the µLED in the emitting phase
[42].

Figure 3.1: The conventional 2T pixel circuit with timing-control signals.

The integration process is divided into three major parts. Fig. 3.2(a) to (c) show
the preparation of the surface after a-Si:H TFT pixel circuits have been fabricated
1

This chapter is an amended version of “Integration of GaN light-emitting diodes with a-Si:H
thin-film transistors for flexible displays”, including modified figures and tables, by M. Asad, Q. Li,
C.-H. Lee, W. S. Wong, M. Sachdev, published in Nanotechnology, with IOP Publishing 2019. If
citing any figure or table, please refer to the original publication.

©
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onto flexible substrate. These steps expose “a landing pad” on the source terminal
of T0 and also coat a bonding metal (BM). (d) to (f) show the process to obtain
individual µLEDs from the sapphire substrate. Lastly, (g) and (h) show the final
steps of bonding with a laser-lift-off process [43].

Figure 3.2: The single-transfer laser-lift-off process to integrate the µLED onto 2T pixel
circuit in a source-anode configuration. (a) to (c) represent the preparation process after the
a-Si:H TFT pixel circuit has been fabricated onto a flexible PEN substrate (BM = bonding
metal). (d) to (f ) show the process steps to fabricate individual µLEDs from a sapphire
wafer. (g) to (h) is the bonding and laser-lift-off process to integrate the two parts to form
full pixels.

In this experiment, the µLED had a geometry of 90 µm × 90 µm. From the IV curve and electro-luminescence performance of the µLED, the TFTs in the pixel
are designed to have a W/L of 100 µm/20 µm and 1000 µm/20 µm for T1 and T0
respectively. The layout of T0 uses an inter-digitation style to make the pixel square21

shape. The extracted measurement results showed that the TFTs have an effective
carrier mobility µeff of ∼ 0.9 cm2 /V s and a threshold-voltage of ∼ 3 V . The µLED has
an on-voltage of ∼ 2.4 V . When using 20 V as the supply (VDD ) and 5 ∼ 15 V as the
Vdata range, the pixel circuit could supply a current from 0 µA to ∼ 17 µA. The postfabrication micro-graph of the 2T pixel circuit before and after µLED integration is
shown in Fig. 3.3(a) and (b), respectively. The transient voltage and current waveform
of the full pixel is shown in Fig. 3.3(c) and the current/electro-luminescence vs. Vdata
is shown in (d).

Figure 3.3: The micro-graph of the 2T pixel circuit (a) before and (b) after µLED bonding.
(c) The transient voltage (black) and current (red) waveform of the full pixel circuit when
Vdata = 14 V . (d) The current (red) and relative electro-luminescence (crosses) vs. Vdata .
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3.2

Power-efficient pixel circuit

With the advancement of µLED transfer and bonding technology, there is a distinct
advantage of µLED over OLED media which is the ability to create drain-cathode
inverted µLED structures shown in Fig. 3.4(b). Unlike the conventional OLED
process, where a drain-cathode structure is impractical due to the environmental
instability of the electron injection layer [44, 45], µLED devices may be integrated onto
the pixel circuit with diode on the drain-side of the driving TFT. This configuration
provides much higher dynamic range for the display due to the lower overdrive voltage
needed to bias the µLED.

Figure 3.4: (a) The conventional source-anode and (b) proposed drain-cathode 2T pixel
circuit.

Using a level-61 a-Si:H TFT model [46], the conventional and proposed pixel
circuits have been simulated and the transient current waveform is shown in Fig.
3.5(a) and (b), respectively. In the simulation, Vdata was set to be between 5 V to
15 V with 2 V intervals to demonstrate the advantages of the proposed drain-cathode
configuration.
The improvement of the proposed drain-anode pixel circuit could be explained as
follows. Assume TFTs only turn on after threshold-voltage is reached and channellength-modulation (λ) is negligible. In the conventional pixel circuit, the lower bound
of the Vdata needs to be at least the sum of the on-voltage of the µLED (VON ) and
the threshold-voltage of the driving TFT (VT ), so that T0 can light up the µLED. On
23
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Figure 3.5: Simulated transient current at different Vdata of the (a) conventional and (b)
proposed pixel circuits.

the other hand, the upper bound of the Vdata needs to be one VT less of the on-state
voltage of V1 (in this case it is VDD ).
On the other hand, with the proposed pixel circuit, the µLED is moved to the
drain side of T0 so that the lower bound of Vdata only needs to be VT while the upper
bound remains the same. Therefore, the dynamic range of Vdata has been increased
from VDD − 2VT − VON to VDD − 2VT . The comparison is visually demonstrated in
Fig. 3.6.
The first order field-effective transistor equation is used to demonstrate currentvoltage relationship for the driving TFT (T0 ) in saturation mode.
2
W0
1
IDS = µeff Cnitride
Vint − VT
2
L0

(3.1)

The impact of voltage on the drain-source current is squared so that a dynamic
range increase on the Vdata can drastically increase the current output and the pixel
brightness without raising the power supply voltage. On the other hand, if the brightness level remains the same, the proposed pixel circuit would require a much lower
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Figure 3.6: The dynamic range comparison on Vdata of the (a) conventional and (b) proposed
pixel circuits. The green shaded region indicates the dynamic range.

Vdata signal to program the storage capacitor resulting in low-power consumption on
the external column data driver.
In summary, the proposed drain-cathode pixel circuit could provide higher dynamic range and lower power consumption on the external data driver. It is preferred
over the conventional source-anode pixel circuit.

3.3

Realization of the drain-cathode pixel circuit

The fabrication of the proposed drain-cathode pixel circuit has a distinct difference
from the conventional one. The procedure included a double-transfer step which is
necessary to temporarily hold the pixelated µLEDs onto a handler substrate. Only
in this way, the cathode side of the µLED can be exposed and bonded to the drain
contact pad of the driving TFT. The final schematic of the fabricated pixels are shown
in Fig. 3.7. It can be seen that the TFT layers had no difference and the only the
µLED is flipped.
The micro-graphs of the bonded and lit-up pixels with drain-cathode configuration
are shown in Fig. 3.8.

25

Figure 3.7: The schematic view of the fabricated layers using the double-transfer laser-lift-off
process to integrate the µLED onto 2T pixel circuit in a drain-cathode configuration.

Figure 3.8: The micro-graph of the 2T pixel circuit (a) before and (b) after µLED bonding
with the proposed drain-cathode configuration.

Both the conventional and proposed pixel circuits have been characterized under
the same VDD = 20 V and Vdata = 5 V ∼ 15 V conditions and the results are illustrated
in Fig. 3.9. The proposed pixel circuit could provide a maximum output current of
∼ 40 µA and the conventional one was only ∼ 17 µA, this is a 2.4x improvement. Such
increase in dynamic range is also reflected in the electro-luminescence data shown as
blue crosses in the figure.
Meanwhile, the proposed pixel circuit only required ∼ 11 V on the Vdata signal to
achieve the same brightness as the conventional pixel when Vdata was equal to 15 V .
Assume each Vdata has equal probability during normal display operation, the energy
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saving could be up to 38% on the column data driver.
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Figure 3.9: Current and EL intensity comparison of the conventional and proposed pixel
circuits.

In conclusion, the proposed drain-cathode pixel circuit using high-performance
µLEDs and a-Si:H TFTs have been demonstrated, it provides advantages of high
dynamic range and low power consumption. Such benefits may lead to the realization
of next-generation flexible displays.
However, this integration is not problem free. Even though µLEDs do not demonstrate drastic differences under long-term electrical stress or mechanical strain, a-Si:H
TFTs do suffer from these shortcomings. It is well known that amorphous silicon with
its random nature degrades under voltage-bias induced stress and applied bending.
Therefore, it is crucial to find a solution to tackle these problems so that the back27

plane TFT circuits could function reliably on a flexible substrate. These concerns
lead to a solution that will be presented in the next chapter in which a compensation
pixel circuit is proposed and its operating principle and effectiveness under bending
are thoroughly discussed and analyzed.

28

Chapter 4
Compensation pixel circuits for
flexible displays
Hydrogenated amorphous silicon (a-Si:H) thin-film transistor (TFT) technology is a
popular and inexpensive technology of choice to realize active-matrix liquid-crystal
displays (AM-LCDs) [42, 47]. The technology has its advantages in low-temperature
processing and excellent device uniformity in large-area fabrication. These advantages
may facilitate the realization of next-generation flexible displays. Recent advancements in micro-light-emitting-diode (µLED) fabrication and transfer have enabled
the possibility of integrating µLED onto a-Si:H TFT backplane to achieve low-power
and flexible emissive displays [48, 49]. Unlike organic-LEDs (OLEDs), µLEDs are
inorganic devices with much lower power consumption to reach equivalent brightness [50]. Thus, a-Si:H technology with relatively lower carrier mobility compared to
low-temperature poly-silicon (LTPS) which is commonly used in OLED display for
smart-phones, becomes a potent candidate for the backplane circuits.
The previous chapter has proven that the integration of µLED onto flexible PEN
substrate with a-Si:H TFTs is feasible. The combination may provide a low-cost and
mechanical flexible solution to next-generation displays.
Even though a-Si:H technology possesses great advantages to realize flexible back29

plane circuits, its shortcomings are also well known. The voltage-bias induced degradation of electrical stability causes a reduction of output current over-time. This
behavior is mainly due to defect-creation and charge-trapping in the a-Si:H channel
and the gate dielectric layers, respectively [51]. The degradation is usually modeled as
a threshold-voltage shift (∆VT ) [52, 53]. If left uncompensated, the degradation can
result in brightness loss over-time and lead to shortened life-time of a display panel. A
number of circuit solutions have been proposed to tackle this issue including reversebias annealing of the emitting TFT [45], sensing the ∆VT of the emitting TFT using
external ICs [54], internally sensing the ∆VT using feedback TFTs [55], and chargetransfer using a correlation between driving and compensation TFTs [46]. All these
methods have compensation capabilities to varying degrees. Their drawbacks include:
complex control signals, added pixel circuit complexity, high cost of external CMOS
circuits, and slower operating speed due to internal sensing and reverse annealing.
Furthermore, when fabricated onto flexible substrates, a-Si:H TFTs have another
degree of variation due to applied mechanical strain. Tensile and compressive strains
cause a-Si:H TFTs to degrade differently under constant voltage bias [56]. The orientation of the TFT also affects the degradation under bending [57, 58]. This additional
factor should be taken into account when designing pixel circuits on flexible substrates.
This chapter first discusses prior compensation schemes, and then presents a
charge-transfer self-compensating 6-TFT (6T) pixel circuit with only two control signals implemented on a flexible substrate. The proposed 6T pixel circuit provides
reliable compensation performance when laid flat or even under mechanical strain.
The proposed pixel circuit operates under an enhanced charge-transfer method to
provide stable output current to the display media. The layout of the pixel is also
specifically designed to mitigate the impact of bending on the circuit performance.
Moreover, detailed operation of the 6T pixel circuit with various bending simulation
and measurement results are thoroughly investigated.
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4.1
4.1.1

Introduction to compensation schemes
Conventional 2T pixel circuit

The simplest active-matrix pixel circuit involves two TFTs, one functions a switch (T1 )
and the other one functions as a driver (T0 ) that supplies power to the light medium,
such as an OLED or a µLED shown in Fig. 4.1(a). The pixel circuit also contains
a storage capacitor realized by metal-insulator-metal (MIM) layers. The operation
of the pixel circuit is divided into two phases, programming and emitting shown in
Fig. 4.1(b). During programming phase, T1 is switches on by a high control signal
V1 and immediately afterwards Vdata programs the storage capacitor with the desired
brightness voltage level. After allowing sufficient time for the storage capacitor to be
fully charged, V1 is turned low to switch T1 off, the pixel enters the emitting phase,
in which the pixel glows with the programmed brightness until the next refresh cycle
begins.

Figure 4.1: The (a) schematic and (b) control signals of the proposed 2T pixel circuit.

During the normal operation of a display panel, the TFTs are constantly under
voltage-bias induced stress and their performance degrade over-time, especially the
driving TFTs because they are operating in saturation mode nearly all the time. In
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the case of a-Si:H TFTs, the degradation could be generally modeled by a thresholdvoltage shift (∆VT ) [59, 51, 56] given by the equation below:

h

−( τt )β

∆VT (t) = (VGS −VT ) × 1 − e

i

(4.1)

The τ and β are process parameters related to the fabrication condition of the
TFTs, and “t” is the time under which the TFTs are bias stressed. An example of
output current (IDS ) decay under constant voltage bias is shown in Fig. 4.2. In this
example, the parameters values were τ = 116000 and β = 0.3053, the drain voltage
VDD was 20 V and the Vdata was 15 V .
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Figure 4.2: An example of IDS degradation under constant voltage-bias over-time.

It is noticed that without any designated compensation mechanism, the 2T pixel
circuit alone is not suitable for any display product due to a very short life-time. The
output current decreases by 20% even within the first hour of operation.
Therefore, in order to utilize a-Si:H TFTs as the backplane circuit devices for
display panels, compensation scheme is required. The following sections will briefly
introduce several prior compensation schemes and list their pros and cons to facilitate
a well-rounded understanding of the compensation concept.
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4.1.2

Compensation scheme - external detection

One intuitive method for compensation is to engage external CMOS ICs to detect the
threshold-voltage shift in the pixel circuit. Amiri et al. has proposed a simple pixel
circuit with off-panel ICs to achieve this goal [60].
The full compensation scheme is shown in Fig. 4.3. It consists of a 3-TFTs and
1-capacitor (3T+1C) pixel circuit shown in Fig. 4.3(a) and an external cyclic digitalto-analog converter (DAC) with its associated switches and capacitors shown in Fig.
4.3(c). The timing-control signals of the pixel circuit and the external switches are
presented in Fig. 4.3(b).

Figure 4.3: An external compensation method using (a) a 3T+1C pixel circuit. The control
signals and off-panel IC schematic are shown in (b) and (c), respectively [60].

The operating principle of the proposed compensation scheme relies on the correct
33

generation and extraction of the threshold-voltage on the driving TFT (TFT1 ). In
the first phase of operation, both S1 and S2 switches are set to high so that TFT1 is
in a diode-connected mode. At the same time, the DAC is sampling the voltage on
the column line which has a direct relationship with the threshold-voltage of TFT1 .
As soon as the sampling phase ends, the DAC has obtained the threshold-voltage
information and the weighted sum of the data voltage, threshold-voltage and the
overdrive voltage of TFT1 . It then outputs this lumped sum voltage to the column
line which subsequently programs the pixel circuit. The last phase is the emission in
which the compensated data value has been stored on the capacitor, and the pixel is
supplying the desired current to the LED.
The advantageous side of the external compensation method is that it could provide accurate output-current corrections for up to 5 V of ∆VT within a narrow variation of only 3% [60]. In addition, the simple 3T+1C pixel circuit with only two
timing-control signals are also beneficial. However, there are several drawbacks about
the scheme. First, the speed of operation is limited because the external DAC has to
perform the sequence of sense-correct-program for every single pixel in a row of a display panel. For example, if a 60 Hz RGB HD display with a resolution of 1920 × 1080
were to be compensated, there needs to be at least 1920 × 3 = 5760 sense-correctprogram sequences carried out in a single display cycle of 16.67 ms for a single row
of tri-color pixels. The calculated sense-correct-program time for each pixel is less
than 3 µs which is a strict timing requirement for the external ICs. As a result, this
scheme consumes a substantial amount of power due to its high operating speed.
In addition, the Vdata lines are being charged and discharged by serially connected
transistors which may impact the speed and limit the refresh rate of the display.
Moreover, threshold-voltage degradation may also occur on the other two TFTs in
the pixel circuit causing inaccurate compensation.
In summary, the external compensation scheme could provide accurate output
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current to a certain degree for pixels with high values of ∆VT , but its scaling capability
to accommodate higher resolution display panels is limited due to demanding off-panel
hardware components, high power consumption and implementation complexity.

4.1.3

Compensation scheme - reverse annealing

Beside external compensation scheme, there are also several methods that use slightly
complex pixel circuits to tackle the ∆VT within each pixel. One of the methods uses
a reverse annealing scheme to partially rectify the ∆VT on the driving TFT.
Lee et al. has proposed a 6-TFT and 1-capacitor (6T+1C) pixel circuit using this
concept [61]. The full pixel circuit and the timing-control signals are shown in Fig.
4.4(a) and (b), respectively. This pixel circuit uses a portion of the display cycle to
apply a negative overdrive voltage on the driving TFT (T3 ), in this case, a 2.7 ms
recovery time has been taken off the full display cycle of 16.67 ms to facilitate the
reverse annealing procedure.

Figure 4.4: A reverse annealing compensation method [61] using (a) a 6T+1C pixel circuit.
The control signals schematic shown in (b).

The ∆VT behavior of a-Si:H TFTs have been well investigated and it is known that
positive (negative) gate-bias stress will result in positive (negative) ∆VT [53]. The
6T+1C pixel circuit exploits this idea. At the end of the emission phase, the external
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clock signal applies a negative value lasting 2.7 ms shown in 4.5(a). The resulting
voltage-bias stress on the gate of the driving TFT is −10 V during the 2.7 ms.
After a 42-hour accelerated test, the result shows that the compensated output
current could maintain approximately 70% of the original current while the uncompensated value dropped to 55% shown in 4.5(b). The measured threshold-voltage
on the driving TFT has shifted by 0.48 V compared to the uncompensated value of
0.75 V .

Figure 4.5: (a) The schematic of the reverse-annealing time frame with respect to the full
display cycle. (b) The compensation performance by the reverse annealing compensation
method [61]. The solid circles represent normalized output current degradation without compensation and the hollow squares are for reverse annealing method.

The benefit of the reverse annealing method is that the compensation is applied
on the individual pixels. It does not involve complex external detection circuits.
The shortcomings of this method is also obvious: the compensation could never fully
recover all the ∆VT because the reverse annealing is only slowing down the degradation
on the TFT but not rectifying it. Furthermore, the loss of emission phase due to the
required recovery period may cause flickering during display operation. Since the
2.7 ms recovery time is a significant portion (16.2%) of the full display cycle, the pixel
can not glow during this phase which may cause negative viewer experience.
Therefore, the reverse annealing compensation scheme attempts to solve the ∆VT
by slowing down the degradation of the driving TFT, however, it suffers from non36

optimal compensation performance and potentially poor viewer experience.

4.1.4

Compensation scheme - internal detection

Since the external detection method shows promising result at pixel level, there has
been much efforts to incorporate the VT detection within each pixel so that the dependence on external ICs could be potentially relieved.
Ashitiani et al. has proposed a 5-TFT and 1-capacitor (5T+1C) pixel circuit [55]
with three timing-control signals to tackle the ∆VT problem. The schematic and
control signals are shown in Fig. 4.6(a) and (b), respectively.

Figure 4.6: (a) The schematic and (b) timing-control signals of the 5T+1C pixel circuit
engaging an internal VT detection scheme [55].

This compensation scheme divides each display cycle into pre-charging, compensating, and driving/emitting phases. During pre-charging phase, the gate (node A)
of the driving TFT (T2 ) is charged close to VDD while the data line voltage is also
charged to the desired value. Then, in the compensating phase, T2 is draining current
in a diode-configured mode such that node A voltage eventually reaches around the
threshold-voltage of T2 (VT,2 ). In the last phase, the sum of the data voltage and VT,2
is pumped on to the gate of T2 to achieve compensation. Since the ∆VT of T2 will
constantly go up due to the operation of the pixel, the voltage at node A will also rise
accordingly to mitigate the ∆VT on T2 .
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The transient node A voltage, output current and the compensation performance
vs. increasing ∆VT are shown in Fig. 4.7(a), (b) and (c). The node A voltage is
able to rise according to the ∆VT shown in Fig. 4.7(a) from 0 V to 1 V . The overall
compensation result also achieved a 90% output current retention rate with a 4 V
threshold-voltage shift.

Figure 4.7: (a) The transient voltage at node A and (b) OLED current during a display
cycle. (c) Compensation performance at different output current with increasing ∆VT [55].

The internal detection compensation scheme has provided another approach to
tackle the threshold-voltage shift. The advantages of this design is its self-contained
nature and relative better compensation result because there is no need to involve
additional circuitries to extract the threshold-voltage and the output current retention
rate is higher than the reverse annealing method. However, the complex timingcontrol signals could be difficult to generate and the ∆VT on T1 is not accounted for
which could also contribute to the non-ideal compensation results.

4.1.5

Compensation scheme - charge transfer

Beside the internal detection compensation method, Yang et al. has proposed another
approach of a charge-transfer mechanism along with a 4-TFT (4T) pixel circuit with
its three timing-control signals shown in Fig. 4.8(a) and (b), respectively.
The 4T pixel circuit uses a correlation between difference of ∆VT in either linear
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Figure 4.8: (a) The schematic and (b) timing-control signals of the charge-transfer 4T pixel
circuit [46].

and saturation mode of a TFT to compensate the output current by raising voltage
at node A. The simulated node A voltage and output current at different Vdata are
shown in Fig. 4.9(a) and (b), respectively. It can be seen that when ∆VT rises from
0 V to 5 V , node A voltage goes up accordingly to compensate.

Figure 4.9: (a) The transient voltage at node A (VGS,0 ) in the driving phase of a display
cycle. (b) Compensation performance at different output current with increasing ∆VT [46].

The charge-transfer method provides good compensation results. However, the
complex timing-control signals and gaps in degradation between the two correlation
TFTs are its disadvantages. The charge-transfer method leads to the proposed novel
6-TFT pixel circuit with simplified timing-control signals, which will be thoroughly
introduced and analyzed in the next sections.
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4.2

The proposed 6T pixel circuit and compensation method

Prior work discussed previously has laid out different pathways to the compensation of
pixel circuits. The most effective method is the charge-transfer method, however, the
4T pixel circuit previously proposed by [46] has its deficiencies. To overcome those
shortcomings, A novel 6T pixel circuit has been proposed to mitigate the impact
of electrical instability of flexible a-Si:H TFTs based on the specific ratio of TFT
degradation in linear and saturation modes [62]. It provides enhanced compensation
performance through a self-compensating charge-transfer process. In addition, special
consideration to the layout of TFTs has been given to ensure the correct behavior
of the pixel circuit under different bending conditions. Furthermore, only a pair of
timing signals is sufficient to control a row of such pixels, which reduces the complexity
of external drivers compared to prior solutions [54, 55, 46]

4.2.1

1

.

Circuit operation

The schematic and control signals of the 6T pixel circuit are shown in Fig. 4.10(a) and
(b), respectively. T0 is the driving TFT that supplies current to the LED. Since the
drain-cathode configuration has proven its feasibility, the µLED in this pixel circuit
is placed in this method. The compensation TFT (T2 ), which has its source and
drain shorted to form a metal-insulator-semiconductor (MIS) capacitor, is connected
between the gate and source terminals of T0 electrically and provides compensation
during the charge-transfer process. Another MIS capacitor (T3 ) is used to store data
prior to the emitting phase. The remaining TFTs (T1 , T4 , and T5 ) are designed to
act as switches. The control signal V1 is the row-select signal which is the same as
1

This chapter is an amended version of “A 6-TFT charge-transfer self-compensating pixel circuit
for flexible displays”, including modified figures and tables, by Q. Li, C.-H. Lee, M. Asad, W. S.
Wong, M. Sachdev, published in Journal of the Electron Devices Society, with IEEE 2019
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a conventional 2T pixel circuit. The only additional signal V2 acts as a boost to
pump charge to T0 . The operation of the pixel circuit is divided into two phases:
programming and emitting, which are explained below.

Figure 4.10: The (a) schematic and (b) control signals of the proposed 6T pixel circuit.

4.2.1.1

The programming phase

In the programming phase shown in Fig. 4.11, control signal V2 is set to low first
so that T5 is in high impedance mode which isolates the internal node Vint from the
constantly toggling Vdata line. At the same time, the gate voltage (Vx ) of the storage
capacitor T3 is lowered and waiting for the new Vdata to arrive. After a short delay,
which is necessary to eliminate a Vdata and ground short situation, V1 is set to high
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such that T1 and T4 are conducting. As a result, the Vint node is drained through T4
to clear the brightness level information from the previous display cycle. When Vint
reaches zero, T0 is shut off and no current is flowing through the µLED. Then, there
will be no residual luminescence impact from the previous display cycle. Meanwhile,
T3 has acquired charge based on the new Vdata value through T1 . In this phase, the
reset of previous state and the acquisition of the new data are carried out without
any cross-talk to neighboring pixels and power/ground rails.

Figure 4.11: The switching behavior of TFTs and charge flow in the 6T pixel circuit in the
programming phase. TFTs shown in red are turned off and shown in green are on. The
charge flow is shown with blue arrows.

4.2.1.2

The emitting phase

After the programming phase ends, the pixel enters the emitting phase, shown in
Fig. 4.12, by switching the polarity of control signals V1 and V2 sequentially. This
operation makes T1 and T4 in high impedance mode and T5 conducting. Consequently,
Vint is isolated from the interference of the toggling Vdata signal and ground. Then,
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the majority of the charge on T3 is injected to Vint and is stored on T2 , while a small
portion is shared among parasitic capacitances of other TFTs.

Figure 4.12: The switching behavior of TFTs and charge flow in the 6T pixel circuit in the
emitting phase. TFTs shown in red are turned off and shown in green are on. The charge
flow is shown with blue arrows.

4.2.1.3

The charge-transfer self-compensating mechanism

The self-compensating charge-transfer mechanism of the proposed 6T pixel circuit is
governed by balancing charge components and utilizing the ∆VT ratio between T2 and
T0 . In the following analysis, the µLED is neglected to ease the calculation because
it has negligible impact on the compensation capability of the pixel circuit.
The derivation is to demonstrate that under the same Vdata voltage, the pixel circuit
is always providing the constant current to the µLED in spite of increasing ∆VT,0
conditions. Since the µLED only glows in the emitting phase, all charge equations
are based on transistor behaviors in this phase.
In the emitting phase, T2 is operating in linear mode and T0 in saturation mode,
so that before any long-term voltage-bias stress (∆VT has not occurred and all TFTs
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are in their fresh state), the initial charge components in the channels of T2 and T0
are expressed as:

initial
− VT,2 )
= Cch,2 × (Vint
Qinitial
ch,2

(4.2)

2
initial
Qinitial
= Cch,0 × (Vint
− VT,0 )
ch,0
3

(4.3)

In the above equations, Qinitial
and Qinitial
are the total charge in the channel of T2
ch,2
ch,0
and T0 at their initial state, respectively. Cch,2 and Cch,0 are the channel capacitance
of these two TFTs. The applied gate-source voltage and initial threshold-voltages are
initial
expressed as Vint
and VT,2 , VT,0 , respectively.

After the pixel circuit has been operated under voltage-bias stress, both T2 and
T0 are degrading due to the disordered nature of the amorphous material [42, 59].
Consequently, the degradation causes ∆VT on both T2 and T0 . After biased-induced
stress, the resulting new channel charge equations become:

stressed
Qstressed
= Cch,2 × (Vint
− VT,2 − ∆VT,2 )
ch,2

(4.4)

2
stressed
− VT,0 − ∆VT,0 )
Qstressed
= Cch,0 × (Vint
ch,0
3

(4.5)

The degradation of T2 and T0 still follows the correlation rule [62], where the
degradation of a TFT in linear mode is 1.5 times faster than saturation mode when
the gate bias voltage is the same. The correlation is then expressed as:
3
∆VT,2 = ∆VT,0
2

(4.6)

stressed
To achieve the self-compensating mechanism, Vint
should rise by the amount of
initial
∆VT,0 from Vint
automatically in the emitting phase. This relationship is expressed
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as:

stressed
initial
Vint
= Vint
+ ∆VT,0

(4.7)

In order to realize the above relationship, the geometry of all TFTs needs to be
designed correctly by balancing charge components in the emitting phase. As a result,
all the parasitic overlap capacitance that affects Vint node has to be also taken into
account. The capacitor network in the emitting phase is shown in Fig. 4.13. It
is assumed that the on-state of signal V2 is equal to the supply voltage VDD . The
channel capacitance of T5 is also neglected because its channel length is designed as
minimum size to allow a fast charge-transfer from the programming to the emitting
phase. It is also assumed that the possible degradation of T5 has minimal impact on
the compensation due to its small channel region comparing to T2 .

Figure 4.13: The channel and overlap capacitances that share charge in the emitting phase.

All the overlap capacitances between VDD and Vint (Covl,top ) from Fig. 4.13 are
expressed as:

Covl,top = Covl,0 + 2Covl,3 + 2Covl,5

(4.8)

In addition, all the overlap capacitances between Vint and ground (Covl,bottom ) from
45

Fig. 4.13 are expressed as:

Covl,bottom = Covl,0 + Covl,1 + 2Covl,2 + Covl,4

(4.9)

According to the law of charge conservation, the charge equations in the top and
bottom capacitor network are expressed as:

Covl,top × (VDD − Vint ) = Covl,bottom × Vint
+ Qch,2 + Qch,0

(4.10)

Covl,top × VDD = (Covl,top + Covl,bottom ) × Vint
+ Qch,2 + Qch,0

(4.11)

It is assumed that only the channel capacitances are affected by the thresholdvoltage but not the overlap. Also, due to the close proximity of T2 and T0 on the layout,
their initial threshold-voltages VT,2 and VT,0 are assumed equal. After substituting
Eqs. (4.2) and (4.3) into in Eq. (4.11), the initial charge balance before any bias-stress
can be expressed as:

initial
Covl,top × VDD = (Covl,top + Covl,bottom ) × Vint
initial
+ Cch,2 × (Vint
− VT,0 )

2
initial
+ Cch,0 × (Vint
− VT,0 )
3

(4.12)

After substituting Eqs. (4.4), (4.5), and (4.6) into Eq. (4.11), the charge-balance
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Eq. after the bias-stress of the pixel circuit, becomes:

stressed
Covl,top × VDD = (Covl,top + Covl,bottom ) × Vint

3
stressed
+ Cch,2 × (Vint
− VT,0 − ∆VT,0 )
2
2
stressed
− VT,0 − ∆VT,0 )
+ Cch,0 × (Vint
3

(4.13)

A new relationship after substituting Eqs. (4.12) and (4.13) into Eq. (4.7), is then
obtained, which describes the relationship between capacitors. It is expressed as:
1
Cch,2 = Covl,top + Covl,bottom
2
1
Cch,2 = 2Covl,0 + Covl,1 + 2Covl,2
2
+ 2Covl,3 + Covl,4 + 2Covl,5

(4.14)

(4.15)

Here, Eq. (4.15) indicates that the geometry of the compensating TFT (T2 ) is
determined by the sum of overlap capacitances in TFTs (T0 , T1 , T2 , T3 , T4 , and T5 ).
Then, the capacitance values are substituted by the widths and lengths of relevant
TFTs. In addition, the process parameters including the unit-square sheet capacitance
of the channel (Cch ) and the overlap capacitance (Covl ) are inserted in the Eq. (4.15).
Lastly, the minimum overlap length Lovl is dictated by the fabrication process.
The relationship of capacitances shown in Eq. (4.15) is expressed as the channel
width and length (W and L) of TFTs shown below:
1
Cch,2 = 2W0 Lovl + W1 Lovl + 2W2 Lovl
2
+ 2W3 Lovl + W4 Covl + 2W5 Lovl

(4.16)

1
W2 L2 Cch = 2W0 Lovl + W1 Lovl + 2W2 Lovl
2
+ 2W3 Lovl + W4 Covl + 2W5 Lovl
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(4.17)

The simplified Eq. (4.18) below serves the purpose to determine the sizes of TFTs
in the 6T pixel circuit.

W2 =

2Covl (2W0 + W1 + 2W3 + W4 + 2W5 )
Cch L2
Lovl − 4Covl

(4.18)

The mathematical analysis has suggested that, with correct sizing, the circuit is
capable to maintain the ∆VT of correlating T2 and T0 with a shift of the fixed 3 : 2
ratio. Therefore, the self-compensating mechanism is achieved by raising Vint with an
amount equal to ∆VT,0 in the emitting phase. As a result, the output current is not
affected by the bias-induced degradation of a-Si:H TFTs. The following sections will
demonstrate the effectiveness of the pixel circuit with SPICE simulations.

4.2.2

Circuit simulation

In order to simulate the charge behavior of a-Si:H TFTs under various ∆VT values,
the conventional level-61 HSPICE model is not suitable because it is predominantly
based on the current-voltage relationship. Then, a modified charged-based level-61
a-Si:H TFT model [46, 57] was developed to simulate the behavior of the 6T pixel
circuit with increasing electrical instability. The circuit and its test-bench have been
implemented in Cadence Virtuoso environment with parameters listed in Table 4.1.
The process parameters ( µeff , Cch , and Covl ) were obtained by extracting data from
current-voltage (I-V) and capacitance-voltage (C-V) curves of test TFTs with known
geometries. The Lovl was set to 5 µm according to the foundry specification. The W/L
of T0 was set to 100 µm/20 µm as a reference to size all other TFTs. Switches T4 and T5
were chosen to be 25 µm/20 µm and 25 µm/10 µm, respectively, to minimize the pixel
area guided by Eq. (4.18). Then, the size of T2 was calculated to be 99.2 µm/100 µm,
so that it was set to be 100 µm/100 µm. Lastly, T3 was chosen to match the size of
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T2 to restore charge needed by T2 in the emitting phase. Note that the maximum
Vdata needs to be less than the difference between the on-state of V2 and the VT of
T5 (V2high − VT,5 = VDD − VT,5 ). This condition was to guarantee that the Vdata is
always fully transferred onto Vint in the emitting phase without being clipped off by
the threshold-voltage of T5 .
Table 4.1: Device and process parameters used in the simulation

4.2.2.1

Parameter

Value

Parameter

Value

W0 /L0 (µm/µm)

100/20

Vdata (V )

5 ∼ 15

W1 /L1 (µm/µm)

50/20

VDD (V )

20

W2 /L2 (µm/µm)

100/100

V1 (V )

0 ∼ 20

W3 /L3 (µm/µm)

100/100

V2 (V )

20 ∼ 0

W4 /L4 (µm/µm)

25/20

µeff (cm2 /V s)

1.0

W5 /L5 (µm/µm)

25/10

Cch (fF/µm2 )

0.16

Lovl (µm)

5

Covl (fF/µm2 )

0.22

Functional simulation of the 6T pixel circuit

First, to investigate the effectiveness of the self-compensating circuit on a flat substrate without any applied mechanical strain, ∆VT,2 was varied from 0 V to 4.5 V and
∆VT,0 from 0 V to 3 V to represent increasing electrical instability of the correlating
TFTs while maintaining the 3 : 2 ratio. Fig. 4.14(a) has demonstrated the rise of
Vint voltages when ∆VT,0 and ∆VT,2 are applied under the entire data range. The
incremental Vint at each Vdata is always ∼ 1 V as desired. Using Vdata = 12 V as an
example shown in Fig. 4.14(b), the initial Vint before any stress is 10.42 V . After
3 V of ∆VT,0 is applied, the resulting Vint is equal to 13.39 V which is 2.97 V (99%)
compared to the expected voltage rise of 3 V .
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Figure 4.14: (a) The voltage of Vint of the 6T pixel circuit with increasing ∆VT,0 from 0 V
to 3 V in the entire range of Vdata . The circled dots with corresponding values represent the
Vint values at Vdata = 12 V with increasing ∆VT,0 . (b) The transient waveform of Vint when
Vdata = 12 V under increasing ∆VT,0 from 0 V to 3 V .

Next, the output current was simulated. The transient waveform of the output
current in the entire Vdata range is shown in Fig. 4.15(a). In addition, the extracted
output current is normalized under each Vdata point and summarized in Fig. 4.15(b).
The simulation results indicated that the output current in the entire data range was
able to retain more than 96% of its initial value with the worse case ∆VT,0 = 3 V .
Therefore, the simulation results have demonstrated closely matched output current
under increasing ∆VT in the entire range of Vdata proving the effectiveness of the
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charge-transfer compensation method.
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Figure 4.15: (a) The transient waveforms of the 6T pixel circuit under the entire range of
Vdata . The first 2 ms of a display cycle is shown. (b) The normalized output current in the
Vdata range under increasing ∆VT,0

By further investigating Eq. 4.18, it also indicates that only the channel capacitance of T2 (Cch,2 ) contributes to the overall compensation because of its VT dependence and the rest of the gate capacitance, overlap capacitances, act as parasitic
which should be minimized. Since switching TFTs (T4 and T5 ) are already set as
the minimum, there exists another design parameter on the width and length ratio of

51

T2 , i.e. the total channel capacitance vs. the overlap capacitance which is capable of
altering the compensation capability. Assume all the TFTs except T2 maintain their
geometries and only the width and length of T2 vary, the compensation should perform better with a higher Cch,2 /Covl,2 ratio. The simulation results are summarized
in Table. 4.2. Note that the initial output current is 2.52 µA before any stress. Fig.
4.16 also demonstrates the results that with increasing W/L ratio of T2 the compensation rises as expected to be over 100%. Therefore, this ratio could also be a design
variable when considering the layout of the pixel circuit. For instance, when the ratio
is 50, the pixel circuit can over-compensate by almost 8%. As a result, if the device
floor-plan of the pixel circuit allows a long channel but short width T2 structure, such
configuration can be used to reduce the overall pixel area achieving higher fill factor.
Table 4.2: Comparison of compensation with different geometries of T2 .
T2

200

100

80

50

40

25

20

50

100

125

200

250

400

500

5:1

10:1

12.5:1

20:1

25:1

40:1

50:1

2.43

2.51

2.52

2.55

2.56

2.58

2.58

2.37

2.51

2.54

2.59

2.61

2.64

2.65

2.31

2.50

2.55

2.63

2.66

2.71

2.72

Width (µm)
T2
Length (µm)
Ratio of
Cch,2 /Covl,2
Output current
(µA)
at ∆VT,0 = 1 V
Output current
(µA)
at ∆VT,0 = 2 V
Output current
(µA)
at ∆VT,0 = 3 V

Moreover, Eq. 4.18 also provides information on Lovl in terms of downsizing TFTs.
If a less overlap or a self-aligned process is available, the size of pixel TFTs , particularly T2 and T3 which are the largest TFTs in the pixel circuit, can be reduced. As
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Figure 4.16: Normalized compensation with various geometries of T2 . The x-axis represents
∆VT,0 on the driving TFT. The color gradient of the lines from dark to light represents
increasing W/L ratio or decreasing Cch,2 /Covl,2 ratio.

a result, a reduction in size can shrink the area occupied by the pixel circuit, thereby
achieving a better fill factor and a higher display resolution.
All the above analysis and simulation have provided a thorough understanding of
the operation and compensation capability of the 6T pixel circuit. The circuit is able
to maintain an output current that retains more than 97% of the original value on a
flat substrate with a very high ∆VT of 3 V . Next, the performance of the pixel circuit
under applied mechanical strain will be investigated.

4.2.2.2

The impact of mechanical strain

Previous reports [63, 56] have shown that, under tensile strain, the TFTs have slightly
higher carrier mobility and much slower bias-induced degradation. On the other hand,
when the TFTs are bent under compressive strain, they have slightly lower mobility
and relatively faster bias-induced degradation.
Such behavior of the TFT under bending could be explained by the defect-creation
model where the external strain is relieving or deteriorating the weak Si-Si bonds
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[56, 64]. Several reports [57, 58, 64] have further investigated the impact of orientation
of TFTs under the applied mechanical strain. It has been found that when the bending
direction is parallel to the current flow, i.e. the TFT length direction, the impact of
bending is at the highest, especially to the long-term biased-induced instability. When
the bending direction is perpendicular to the current flow, the impact of mechanical
strain is relatively less. As such, the layout of the pixel circuit should be given special
consideration such that the correlating T2 and T0 are required to be in the same
orientation and placed in close proximity. In this way, both TFTs experience the
same mechanical strain so that their relative degradation ratio of 3 : 2 will be always
maintained.
Then, to simulate the impact of mechanical strain onto the flexible substrate, a
higher ∆VT,0 value of 4 V was chosen to represent a compressive stress and a lower
∆VT,0 value of 2 V was chosen to represent a tensile stress. The mobility of the TFTs
was also slightly adjusted due to bending. When placed under tensile strain, 0.3% is
added to the TFT mobility, and when under compressive strain, 0.3% is subtracted
from the original value [63, 64]. In order to maintain the desired correlation between
∆VT,2 and ∆VT,0 , both T2 and T0 were assumed to have the same orientation and
placed in close proximity in the layout. Therefore, their degradation could still have
the 3 : 2 relationship. The pixel circuit was able to maintain ∼ 96% of its initial
current under tensile and compressive stain tests shown in Fig. 4.17.
Additionally, simulations with T2 and T0 having perpendicular orientation were
conducted: the strain was applied in parallel to the length direction of T0 and perpendicular to the length of T2 . When tensile strain was applied, the pixel circuit
exhibited over-compensation, showing that the output current was ∼ 112% compared
to the initial value shown as the green dashed line in Fig. 4.17. This is due to
∆VT,2 : ∆VT,0 > 3 : 2, so that T2 was providing more charge which raised Vint higher
than expected. On the other hand, when compressive strain was applied, the pixel
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circuit demonstrated under-compensation. The output current only retained ∼ 92%
of its initial value due to ∆VT,2 : ∆VT,0 < 3 : 2 shown in as the brown dashed line
in Fig. 4.17. The reason is that T2 provided insufficient charge during the emitting
stressed
did not reach the correct value.
phase, so that Vint

Figure 4.17: The simulation of normalized output current of the 6T pixel circuit in the entire
Vdata range under various bending conditions. The red, green, and brown solid lines show
the compensation percentages under flat, tensile strain, and compressive strain conditions,
respectively, when T0 and T2 are placed in parallel. The green and brown dashed lines
represent the compensation under tensile and compressive strains, respectively, when T0 and
T2 are placed perpendicularly. The black line shows a pixel circuit without compensation
when placed flat.

The behavior of TFTs under mechanical bending is closely related to the initial
strain of the a-Si:H semiconductor layer after its deposition. In this work, the initial
strain of the TFT channel layer is compressive, so an applied tensile strain would
cause the mobility of the TFT to rise and vise versa. However, if the initial strain
of the TFT channel layer is tensile, the applied bending may cause a completely
opposite result. Therefore, the effect of mechanical strain on TFT behaviors can not
be generalized for all flexible circuits, it is dependent on the initial state of the film.
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4.2.3

Fabrication and measurement results

The 6T pixel circuits were fabricated using the conventional 5-mask back-channeletched (BCE) a-Si:H TFT process on flexible 3-inch polyethylene naphthalate (PEN)
substrates at the maximum process temperature of 170◦ C [57]. The cross-sectional
schematic of the fabricated a-Si:H TFT is shown in Fig. 4.18(a). Before the full
TFT process began, a 500 nm a-SiNx :H buffer layer was deposited on top of the PEN
wafer to suppress out-diffusion from the substrate and minimize stress-induced strain
deformation of the substrates that improved the adhesion of the TFT layers to the
PEN. The device processing began with a 70 nm Mo deposition at room temperature
by DC-sputtering on top of the 500 nm a-SiNx :H buffer layer. Then the Mo layer was
patterned to form the gate metal of all the TFTs. Afterwards, a tri-layer of 350 nm
a-SiNx :H gate dielectric, 200 nm a-Si:H channel, and 40 nm n+ a-Si:H source/drain
ohmic contact layer was sequentially deposited at 170◦ C using 13.56 MHz plasmaenhanced chemical-vapor deposition (PECVD) system.
After fabrication, the measured IDS vs. VGS curves are captured by pulsing a
combination of Keithley 2430 and 6400 femto-amp source meters. The results are
shown in Fig. 4.18(b). The test TFT showed carrier mobility (µeff ) of ∼ 1 cm2 /V s,
sub-threshold slope (SS) ∼ 0.76 V /dec, and VT ∼ 2.5 V .

4.2.4

Characterization of TFT stability under bending

The voltage-biased bending experiments of individual TFTs with four different modes
have been conducted for three hours. The TFT was placed in tensile or compressive
strain as well as in parallel or perpendicular to the length direction shown in Fig.
4.18(c). The output current was logged periodically and the result was compared
with a flat TFT as reference.
The normalized drain-source current (IDS ) of test TFTs with the same geometry
(W/L = 100 µm/20 µm) under four bending modes in saturation (VDS = 20 V and
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Figure 4.18: (a) The cross-section schematic of the TFT on flexible PEN substrate, (b)
The IDS vs. VGS curves of the TFT (W/L = 100 µm/20 µm) in linear (VDS = 1 V ) and
saturation (VDS = 20 V ) modes when laid flat, and (c) The schematic of various mechanical
strain conditions applied to the TFT.

VGS = 20 V ) or linear (VDS = 1 V and VGS = 20 V ) voltage-bias condition is shown
in Fig. 4.19. The bending radius was ≈ 40 mm over the PEN substrate with a
thickness of ∼ 130 µm, so that the calculated strain was ε = ±0.3%. TFTs under
tensile strain showed lower bias-induced degradation compared to the reference flat
TFT. On the other hand, compressive strain caused TFTs to degrade more under
the same voltage bias. When the bending direction was in parallel with the length of
TFTs, the impact of strain on degradation was generally more than the case of TFTs
with strain perpendicular to L. Moreover, in all experiments, TFTs under linear mode
were observed to degrade faster than in saturation mode under the same VGS . The
degradation ratio of linear to saturation modes was also confirmed to closely follow
3 : 2 [62] which is the crucial design parameter for the 6T compensation pixel circuit.
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Figure 4.19: The normalized IDS of a TFT (W/L = 100 µm/20 µm) under linear (LIN)
and saturation (SAT) voltage-bias stress conditions for three hours when (a) laid flat, and
under (b) tensile strain and (c) compressive strain. The bending experiments contain both
configurations where the applied strain was parallel (//) and perpendicular (⊥) to L.

4.2.5

Measurement results of the 6T pixel circuit

The optical micro-graph of the fabricated 6T pixel circuit is shown in Fig. 4.20(a).
The bending experiments were conducted by taping the substrate onto a convex (Fig.
4.20(b)) or a concave (Fig. 4.20(c)) metal sample holder with the same radius to
obtain tensile or compressive strain, respectively. The power-supply voltage, data
input, and control signals were generated according to Table. 4.1 by an Arduino-Mega
micro-controller with external digital-to-analog converters and operational amplifiers
shown in Fig. 4.20(d).
The pixel circuit on the same PEN substrate was driven at the maximum Vdata =
15 V to mimic a worst-case TFT degradation while laid flat and bent with tensile or
compressive strain of ±0.3% for 24 hours under 60 Hz frequency. Note that the bend-
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Figure 4.20: (a) A micro-graph of the pixel circuit, (b) The bending test setup with tensile
strain, (c) The bending test setup with compressive strain, and (d) The Arduino Mega microcontroller and external IC components for control-signal generation and data logging.

ing direction was parallel to the length of T0 and T2 so that the impact of mechanical
strain was at its maximum [56, 57]. The output current of the pixel circuit was logged
every 10 minutes through an analog-to-digital converter on-board the Arduino-Mega
micro-controller.
Fig. 4.21(a) shows the control signals of V1 , V2 , and Vdata . The initial output
current waveforms during a display cycle (60 Hz refresh rate) of the 6T pixel circuit
are shown in Fig. 4.21(b). All three cases with the pixel circuit being laid flat, and
under tensile strain and compressive strain showed a slight variation in the initial
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output current values due to mobility change under bending [63, 65]. After 24-hour
bias stress, all the pixel circuits demonstrated the correct compensation behavior with
less than ±2% variation (Fig. 4.21c)) compared to the initial output current values
with the same strain conditions in Fig. 4.21(b). In contrast, the output current of a
2T uncompensated pixel circuit with the same initial current experienced more than
40% loss when placed flat (not shown here).
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Figure 4.21: The measured transient waveforms of (a) the input signals. (b) The output
current of the 6T pixel circuit at the initial time before bias stress. (c) The output current
after 24 hours of bias stress test with maximum Vdata when the pixel was laid flat, and under
tensile and compressive strains.

To investigate the effectiveness of the self-compensating charge-transfer mechanism
of the 6T pixel circuit, C-V measurements were also performed on the correlating
TFTs (T2 and T0 ). All the terminals of T2 and T0 were made available for probing in
the pixel circuit shown in Fig. 4.20(a). According to Eq. (4.6), the correlation ratio
should be ∆VT,2 : ∆VT,0 = 3 : 2 [62]. In the experimental results shown in Fig. 4.22
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(a) and (b), when the pixel circuit was laid flat during the test, ∆VT,2 = 3.15 V and
∆VT,0 = 2.08 V , and the correlation value was 1.51. When under tensile strain, the
measured C-V curves showed ∆VT,2 = 1.78 V and ∆VT,0 = 1.16 V , and the correlation
value was 1.53. When under compressive strain, the C-V curves showed ∆VT,2 =
4.17 V and ∆VT,0 = 2.80 V , and the correlation value was 1.49. As a result, in all
three long-term bias stress experiments, the 6T pixel circuit demonstrated the correct
correlation between T2 and T0 , which provided the desired compensation behavior
regardless of strain situations.
Table 4.3: Summary of ∆VT,2 and ∆VT,0 under various stress conditions.
∆VT,2

∆VT,0

Correlation

(V)

(V)

ratio

Flat

3.15

2.08

1.51

Tensile

1.78

1.16

1.53

Compressive

4.17

2.80

1.49

Three additional experiments with random Vdata were also conducted with flat,
tensile strain, and compressive strain conditions on the pixel circuit to verify the
compensation capability in the entire data range after bias-stress for 24 hours. Fig.
4.23 shows the results of the 6T pixel circuit in comparison with the 2T uncompensated pixel circuit under flat condition. Note that the proposed pixel circuit exhibited
less than ±3% of variation for all the situations while the output current of the uncompensated 2T pixel circuit was reduced by ∼ 40%.

4.2.6

Analysis of the lifetime and overlap capacitance

To further investigate the limitation of the 6T compensation pixel circuit, higher
∆VT,2 and ∆VT,0 values were applied to the simulation test-bench, while keeping the
correlation ratio of 3 : 2. Fig. 4.24 shows the simulation of normalized output current
of the 6T compensated and 2T uncompensated pixel circuits with a ∆VT,0 range from
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Figure 4.22: The C-V curves of the correlating TFTs (a) T2 and (b) T0 measured initially
and after long-term (24 hours) bias-stress test under flat (red), tensile (green), and compressive (brown) strain conditions.

0 V to 7 V under flat condition. The simulation assumed a maximum Vdata = 15 V
in continuous operation to mimic the worst-case degradation. It is observed that the
compensation starts to lose its effectiveness above ∆VT,0 = 5 V . This phenomenon
can be explained by the charge-transfer mechanism of the correlating TFTs. Since the
stressed
stressed
proposed compensation mechanism is to raise Vint
according to ∆VT,0 , Vint

from Eq. (4.7) becomes 20 V at ∆VT,0 = 5 V . This has made the difference between
gate and drain terminals of T0 almost zero. As a result, T0 is no longer in saturation mode when ∆VT,0 is beyond 5 V . Therefore, the correlation of ∆VT,2 : ∆VT,0
becomes less than 3 : 2, reducing the compensation capability and causing the output
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Figure 4.23: The normalized output current of the 6T pixel circuit for the entire Vdata range
after bias-stressed for 24 hours under flat (red), tensile strain (green), and compressive strain
(brown) conditions along with the 2T uncompensated pixel circuit under flat condition.

current to deteriorate. Using the stretched-exponential relationship in Eq. (4.1), it
is calculated that to reach ∆VT,0 = 7 V , it will take around 1400 hours of continuous display operation under the highest Vdata . Therefore, more realistically, if the
display is operating 3 hours a day showing videos, the time to reach ∆VT,0 = 7 V is
more than two and a half years. In addition, a portion of the material degradation in
amorphous silicon and nitride materials is not permanent [66, 67]. When the display
is not active, i.e. the TFTs are not being electrically stressed, the trapped charges
in the disordered semiconductor layer and the semiconductor/dielectric interface may
de-trap and restore some of the shifted VT extending the life-time [52]. Furthermore,
in a real product, there are multi-layers of fail-safe mechanism to enhance the reliability. In this case, when the degradation in the TFT becomes high and the pixel circuit
is struggling to maintain a constant output current, there can be external detection
method and software monitor system off the panel to correct the behavior. For example, increasing V2 during the emitting phase allows T3 to boost more charge to Vint
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when VT,0 is beyond 7 V . This can be a global solution that applies to all the pixels.
The exact voltage increased on V2 can be decided by the control software which logs
the total operation time of the display.

Figure 4.24: The simulation of normalized output current of the 6T pixel circuit and 2T
uncompensated pixel circuit with increasing ∆VT,0 under flat condition at maximum Vdata =
15 V .

In addition to the consideration of the ∆VT,0 limitation, the change of correlation
ratio has impact on the design of the 6T pixel circuit. When the correlation ratio is
more than 3 : 2, the size of T2 and T3 can be reduced because more charge from T2 is
supplied to facilitate the compensation. However, if the correlation ratio is less than
3 : 2, the size of T2 and T3 should be increased to reach the desired compensation
based on Eq. (4.18). In this case, the allowed area of the pixel circuit on the display
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panel dictates the size of T2 and T3 .
On the other hand, interests in 4K display, augment-reality (AR), and virtualreality (VR) equipment have been recently growing, which requires faster operating
speed and denser pixel displays. Despite the low carrier mobility of the a-Si:H TFTs,
if they can be fabricated with design rules of Lovl = 1 µm and a minimum length of
5 µm, the footprint can be reduced to ∼ 1070 µm2 , which is less than 5% of the original
size. The simulation assumed that the W/L of T0 remains the same, while other TFTs
were sized according to Eq. (4.18). Moreover, the significant reduction in Lovl can
allow the pixel circuit to be operated at a higher frequency. In the proposed 6T pixel
circuit, the speed is determined by the RC time constant when T1 is charging the
storage capacitor T3 . If a 1 µm overlap design rule is assumed, the simulated worstcase charging time is less than 3 µs satisfying the requirement for 200 Hz refresh rate
in a 2K display panel. However, if used in a 400 Hz 4K display with more demanding
requirements, a-Si:H technology would not be the ideal solution. In this case, highmobility TFTs made by metal-oxide or LTPS technologies [68] could reduce the size
of pixels and increase the operating speed, which satisfy the requirement for highresolution displays.

4.3
4.3.1

Comparison of pixel circuits
Comparison between charge-transfer pixel circuits

Since the pixel circuit reported in [46, 57] also uses the same charge-transfer compensation method, a detailed comparison can be made between the 6T and 4T pixel
circuits. First, the 6T pixel circuit has two small extra TFT switches (T4 and T5 ) but
one less control signal. The reduction in control signals could significantly alleviate
the complexity on the external row-control ICs, that outweighs the slight addition of
the transistor increase.
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The correlation ratio between T2 and T0 is crucial for the compensation method
to perform correctly. However, the 4T circuit could not guarantee such correlation
due to the following reasons.
(a) In the 4T circuit shown in 4.25(b), during the programming phase, T2 is turned
off by a high signal from V2 while T0 is turned on by Vdata . As a result, there is a
slight discrepancy between the degradation time of T2 and T0 which is proportional
to the duration of the programming phase and the emitting phase.

Figure 4.25: The schematic of (a) 6T and (b) 4T pixel circuits in programming phase.

(b) Moreover, since the LED is placed on the source terminal of T0 , there exists
a difference in voltage bias between T2 and T0 depending on the on-voltage of the
LED. Then, T2 would degrade slower than expected, causing the 4T pixel circuit to
under-compensation.
On the other hand, the speed of operation also plays an important role for a pixel
circuit because it leads to higher display resolution or refresh rate. In the 4T circuit,
the column data driver has to fully charge both T3 and T0 to Vdata , while in the 6T
circuit, it only needs to charge up T3 and a small switch T5 . Based on the device sizes
used in both circuits, the input capacitance in the 4T circuit is:
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C4T = CT0 + CT3

(4.19)

C4T = 100 × 5 × Covl + 100 × 20 × Cch

(4.20)

+ 100 × 5 × 2 × Covl + 100 × 100 × Cch
C4T = 2.25 pF

(4.21)
(4.22)

Meanwhile, the input capacitance in 6T pixel circuit in the column is:

C6T = CT3 + CT5

(4.23)

C6T = 100 × 5 × 2 × Covl + 100 × 100 × Cch

(4.24)

+ 20 × 5 × Covl

(4.25)

C6T = 1.84 pF

(4.26)

Seen from the calculations above, the 6T pixel circuit has 18.2% less input capacitance for the column driver to charge, which could potentially result in a higher
operating speed.
From all the analysis presented above, it can be concluded that the 6T pixel circuit
can provide superior compensation capability by always maintaining the same bias
stress on T2 and T0 , so that the 3 : 2 correlation is always kept. Meanwhile, the
reduction of one control signal and input capacitance could alleviate the complexity
of external ICs and improve operating speed, thus facilitating the realization of a
higher resolution display.

4.3.2

Comparison of existing compensation pixel circuits

The proposed 6T pixel circuit was compared with existing compensation methods in
terms of number of TFTs, control signals, and performance. The result is summarized
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in Table 4.4. The 6T pixel circuit has the least amount of control signals and average
TFT count. Its footprint is also comparable to other charge-transfer pixel circuits
and much less than the ones using other compensation methods. The compensation
performance under flat and bending situations is superior to the previously reported
solutions, demonstrating the efficacy of the proposed self-compensating pixel circuit
for flexible displays.
Table 4.4: Comparison of a-Si:H compensation pixel circuits
This

Lee

Yang

Oh

Ashtiani

Lee

Work

[2017]

[2012]

[2012]

[2007]

[2005]

Technology

a-Si:H

a-Si:H

a-Si:H

a-Si:H

a-Si:H

a-Si:H

Substrate

PEN

PEN

Glass

Glass

Glass

Glass

Compensation

Charge

Charge

Charge

External

Internal

Reverse

Method

transfer

transfer

transfer

detection

detection

anneal

# of TFTs

6

4

4

4

5

7

# of signals

2

3

3

4

3

3

0.024

0.021

0.023

0.054

0.036

0.058

Flat

±2%

±5%

±3%

±2%

±5%

±6%

Bending

±3%

±10%

N/A

N/A

N/A

N/A

Footprint
(mm2 )

4.4

Summary

In this chapter, the challenges of using a-Si:H TFTs as the backplane to drive µLEDs
have been exposed. Due to material degradation, pixel circuits made by a-Si:H TFTs
struggle to supply a stable current to the light media. Several prior compensation
schemes have been introduced and an in-pixel compensation circuit has been proposed
and thoroughly analyzed, simulated and measured for its performance in compensation capability on a flexible substrate.
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The proposed 6T pixel circuit requires only two digital timing-control signals along
with the data input to operate, just one extra than the conventional 2T pixel circuit.
The 6T pixel circuit engages a specific correlation between two degrading TFTs in
linear and saturation modes to realize compensation which can provide a near constant
output current to the light media over-time. Furthermore, based on prior reports
and in-house experiment results, the orientation of two correlating TFTs can also
play an important role in compensation, that could be exploited for flexible display
applications. When compared with other compensation methods, the charge-transfer
method proves to be very effective and the 6T pixel circuit has demonstrated excellent
compensation results under bending with ease of control.
After having a simple and reliable pixel circuit to tackle the electrical instability
of the TFTs, it is intuitive to come up with logic circuits that could address those
timing-control signals properly so that the flexible display panels could achieve higher
integration levels to reduce fabrication cost. In the next chapter, low-power and fullswing logic circuits realized by unipolar a-Si:H TFTs will be presented to achieve this
goal.
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Chapter 5
CMOS-like logic circuits for
flexible displays
With rapid growing interests in Internet-of-Things, wearable devices, and virtualreality gadgets, demand in flexible electronics is rising owing to its low-cost and massproduction capabilities [69]. Unlike single-crystalline CMOS process, low thermalbudget thin-film technology is used to fabricate transistors on non-rigid substrate on
which flexible display panels could be realized [42]. Conventionally, TFTs on display
backplane only form pixel arrays while the peripheral control and data circuits are
realized from off-panel integrated circuits (ICs). Consequently, every row and column
signal needs to be driven externally, resulting in a large number of bonding pads. The
schematic of an LCD backplane as well as a micro-graph is shown in Fig. 5.1 which
indicates the high count of bonding pads.
With the growing demand for higher resolution displays, pixel density is reaching
beyond 4K. As a result, the number of pads is increasing proportionally and reducing
pad pitch is becoming increasingly difficult to accommodate growing pad requirement.
To alleviate this problem, peripheral digital circuits should be realized alongside the
pixel array on the same substrate. However, there are challenges to design complex
logic circuits with unipolar TFTs because of the unavailability of both p- and n-type
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Figure 5.1: (a) The schematic and (b) layout views of a conventional LCD display panel
showing the number of bonding pads.

devices.
In the display industry, handheld applications with smaller screens can overcome
this problem by using low-temperature-poly-silicon (LTPS) TFTs which undergo laser
and ion-implantation treatments to achieve both types of devices on rigid substrates
[70, 71, 72]. However, such technique would not be feasible for large-area displays
because of the poor uniformity of LTPS TFTs and the additional fabrication complexity. With these aforementioned constraints, the solution to realize CMOS-like
digital circuits on panel has to come from innovative circuit design.
This chapter will introduce the challenges to design logic circuits with unipolar
TFTs. It will also discuss prior circuit implementations. Followed by that, a bootstrapped logic gate style will be analyzed, it promises unity stage-to-stage gain and low
static leakage current. Then, a multi-stage logic circuit example of a 1-to-2 decoder
is demonstrated with such logic gates on flexible substrate. Next, an area efficient
improvement of the bootstrapped logic gates is proposed with a more complex 3-to-8
decoder design to prove its effectiveness.
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5.1
5.1.1

Introduction to TFT logic gates
Conventional unipolar logic gates

Logic gates such as inverter, NAND, and NOR are the fundamental building blocks
to accomplish complex circuits. Conventionally, using only n-type TFTs, an inverter
can be realized with two TFTs: the diode-connected load and the pull-down TFT
shown in Fig. 5.2. This 2T configuration has two major drawbacks: one being not
able to deliver rail-to-rail output swing (∆Vout ) and the other being power hungry.
The reason is explained as follows with the aid of a transient simulation shown in
Fig. 5.2(b). When the input signal is low, the diode-connected pull-up TFT tries to
charge the load capacitor to high, however the maximum Vout (VH ) that can reach is
only VDD − VT with the VT being the threshold-voltage of the load TFT. On the other
hand, when the input signal is high, both TFTs are on, resulting in a voltage division
at the output. As such, the minimum output voltage (VL ) can not reach zero either.

Figure 5.2: (a) The schematic of the conventional 2T inverter and (b) the input/output
voltage waveform and the transient current behavior.

In another example, the 2-input NAND gate made by 3-TFTs is shown in Fig.
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5.3(a) along with the transient behavior shown in (b).

Figure 5.3: (a) The schematic of the conventional 3T NAND and (b) the input/output
voltage waveform and the transient current behavior.

It can be concluded that the conventional diode-connected configuration of the
logic gates causes the static leakage current to be high from inability to shut off nonconducting TFTs completely. Consequently, these conventional logic gates are not
able to achieve the CMOS-like features that a complex circuit needs.
There have been several circuit solutions to tackle the deficiencies caused by unipolar TFTs with varying degrees of success. They will be briefly introduced for the
readers to understand the prior art.

5.1.2

Prior solution - 4-TFT inverter

Prior work [73, 74] has first attempted to tackle the high static leakage current problem
by inventing a 4-TFT (4T) inverter which has an additional stage compared to the
2T one. Shown in Fig. 5.4(a) the gate (node A) of the pseudo p-type load TFT (T0 )
is now connected to the source of a diode-configured TFT (T3 ) and on the same node,
another TFT (T2 ) shorts it to VSS .
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Figure 5.4: (a) The schematic of the 4T inverter and (b) the input/output voltage waveform
and the transient current behavior.

In this 4T configuration, when input is high, T0 and T2 are fully turned on causing
node A and the output to be both drained. Since T3 is a diode connected load so
that it is always in saturation mode. The channel width ratio of T3 and T2 has to be
heavily skewed so that T3 is only leaking minimal current while T2 is large and the
on-resistance (RON ) is very low. In this way, node A voltage is kept low enough so
that T1 is not turned on and the output voltage can be successfully lowered to VSS .
On the other hand, when the input signal is low, the capacitor boost charge to
help T1 raise the output voltage, so the output swing is higher compared the 2T
inverter. However, the leakage current is almost eliminated in this phase. Overall the
4T inverter is a much better design considering the output swing and leakage current.

5.1.3

Prior solution - 7-TFT and 1-capacitor inverter

Hwang et al. has proposed a 7-TFT and 1-capacitor (7T+1C) inverter to tackle the
challenges [75]. The schematic of the inverter is shown in Fig. 5.5.
The operation of this inverter is described as follows. When the input signal (IN) is
switched to VDD , TFTs N2 , N4 , and N6 are turned on and at the mean time, the gates
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Figure 5.5: The schematic of the 7T+1C inverter [75].

of N3 , N5 , and N7 are fully discharged, such that the output node is also discharged
to ground. In the next phase when the input signal switches to ground, TFTs N2 ,
N4 , and N6 are turned off. Subsequently, the gate of N5 is raised due to the drain
current supplied by N3 . Then, the gate voltage of both N3 and N5 increase to VDD
from the feedback loop. The function of VBIAS is to aid in storing charge on C1 which
maintains the overdrive voltage of N3 . The VBIAS signal is crucial in the operation
of the inverter because it helps the output signal to reach full swing. However, this
extra signal makes it not truly CMOS-like because it complicates logic circuit design
in terms of routing and area overhead.

5.2

Bootstrapped logic gates

Fig. 5.6(a) and (b) show the bootstrapped 7-TFT (7T) inverter and 10-TFT (10T)
NAND gate, respectively [76, 77]. The main difference between the prior implementations and the bootstrapped logic gates is the addition of a feedback loop consisting
of four TFTs (T1 , T3 , T4 , and T5 ) and one metal-insulator-metal (MIM) capacitor
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(Cfb ) configured in the bootstrapped inverter and NAND gate as shown in dashed red
boxes in Fig. 5.6(a) and (b) 1 .

Figure 5.6: The bootstrapped (a) 7T inverter and (b) 10T NAND gate. The dashed red boxes
contain the feedback loops.

5.2.1

Mathematical analysis of the feedback loop

The 7T inverter is used as an example to illustrate the bootstrapped technique. The
following analysis is divided into two parts, output pull-up (when input switches to
low state) and pull-down (when input switches to high state) operations.
When the input signal is high, the voltage at node A (VA ) is drained to zero.
Node B (VB ) and C (VC ) voltages are fractions of VDD in a resistor network formed
by diode-configured TFTs (T3 and T5 ) as well as T6 operating in the linear mode. As
a result, VB is ∼ 21 VDD . Since the resistance of T6 is much smaller than T3 and T5 ,
VC is close to 0 V which turns off T4 . However, the non-zero leakage current flowing
through T3 , T5 , and T6 is notably low owing to the smaller TFT width of T3 . As a
result, VL can reach close to zero. The nodal voltages and leakage current path are
shown in Fig. 5.7.
1

This chapter is an amended version of “CMOS-like logic circuits with unipolar thin-film transistors on flexible substrate”, including modified figures and tables, by Q. Li, C.-H. Lee, M. Asad,
W. S. Wong, M. Sachdev, published in the Transactions of Electron Devices, with IEEE 2019. If
citing any figure or table, please refer to the original publication.
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Figure 5.7: The internal nodal voltages of the 7T inverter after reaching steady-state during
output pull-down operation. The dashed line indicates leakage current flow that limits the
node C voltage to be low.

Assuming T2 is in saturation mode for the majority of the pull-down transition,
the discharging time “t” could be estimated by a first-order MOSFET equation shown
in Eq. (5.1). The parameters µn and CSiN represent the field-effect mobility and the
capacitance of the a-SiNx :H gate dielectric of the a-Si:H TFTs, respectively.

1
W2
Cload VDD
µn CSiN
[VDD − VT ]2 =
2
L2
t

(5.1)

Next, assuming that the input signal switches to zero at “t = 0”, TFTs (T0 , T6 and
T2 ) are turned off, which prevents all leakage paths to ground. Then, the feedback
loop begins to raise VC , which subsequently turns on T1 and causes VA to rise. This
charging behavior reaches steady-state when VA , VB , and VC attain approximately
VDD , 32 VDD , and 32 VDD − VT , respectively.
Fig. 5.8(a) illustrates the feedback network portion of the inverter. All devices,
parasitic capacitors, and current flow directions are labeled accordingly. To simplify
the analysis, diode-configured T3 is not included.
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Figure 5.8: (a) The feedback network portion of the inverter when input is zero. The output
(b) rise-time (tr ) and (c) low-to-high propagation delay (tpLH ) of the 7T inverter when
varying the width of T1 (red line), T4 (cyan line), and T5 (blue line) individually using
derived equations.

The transient current-voltage relationship for each TFT and internal nodes are
derived as follows:
At node A, T1 is used to raise VA to VDD . Assuming that T1 is in saturation mode
for the majority of the duration before VA reaches VDD , its output current at given
time “t” is shown below:

1
W1
I1 (t) = µn CSiN
[VC (t) − VA (t) − VT ]2
2
L1
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(5.2)

The capacitance at node A that T1 has to charge up is shown as:

CA = Cfb + Covl,0

(5.3)

At node B, VB rises as VA goes higher, and the stored charge in Cfb (Qfb = 12 Cfb VDD )
when input is 0 V is pushed into VC . Assuming that Cfb is an ideal capacitor, there
exists a relationship between VB (t) and VA (t) shown below:

1
VB (t) = VA (t) + VDD
2

(5.4)

I5 (t) is the current charging CC and can be expressed as:

1
W5
I5 (t) = µn CSiN
[VB (t) − VC (t) − VT ]2
2
L5

(5.5)

where CC is given as:

CC = Covl,4 + Covl,6

(5.6)

Lastly, Vout reaches VDD through the current supplied by T4 with a lumped capacitance (Cout ). The current provided by T4 at time “t” equals to:

1
W4
I4 (t) = µn CSiN
[VC (t) − Vout (t) − VT ]2
2
L4
And Cout is expressed as:
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(5.7)

Cout = Cload + Covl,2

(5.8)

After combining all the equations above using Kirchhoff’s current law, a firstorder estimation can be calculated to find out the tpLH and tr for Vout to reach VDD
by performing a time-domain integration using the general charge-current equation:

Z n
o
I1 (t), I5 (t), I4 (t) dt
Cout Vout (t) =

(5.9)

To obtain numerical solution to the Eq. (5.9), the size of T2 is chosen to be
W/L = 200 µm/20 µm as a reference. Then, after varying the widths of T1 , T4 , and
T5 from 20 µm to 300 µm one at a time, the resulting tr and tpLH are shown in Fig.
5.8(b) and (c), respectively. It is seen that the main TFT (T4 ) that charges the output
load has the strongest influence on the transient behavior. However, its impact starts
to saturate when W4 approaches 200 µm. It is also noticeable that T5 can further
reduce the propagation delay by 40 ∼ 50% because it directly affects the charging of
VC , yet such gain in speed comes at a cost of increased leakage current.

5.2.2

Simulation of the bootstrapped 7T inverter

From the circuit analysis and mathematical derivations, it is observed that tr and tpLH
are large because as Vout is increased, the over-drive voltage of T4 (VC − Vout − VT )
is proportionately reduced. On the other hand, tf and tpHL are lower because the
maximum over-drive voltage on T2 is always maintained when the input is high.
To determine the geometries of TFTs in the pull-up network, transient and power
simulations were carried out with a modified charge-based level-61 a-Si:H model [46]
in the Cadence Virtuoso environment. The model globally defined a source/drain
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overlap of 15 µm and a minimum channel length of 20 µm to comply with fabrication
specifications. In addition, the model used a VT of 4.5 V , a field-effect mobility of
0.7 cm2 /V s, and a sub-threshold slope of 0.65 V /dec. Simulations swept the width of
T1 , T3 , T4 , T5 , and Cfb from 20 µm to 300 µm individually, while keeping the geometry
of all other TFTs constant. The VDD was set to 20 V and the input signal had a
frequency of 1 KHz and tr and tf of 10 µs.
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Figure 5.9: The comparison of (a) tr and tf , (b) tpLH and tpHL , and (c) Pavg of the 7T
inverter when varying the sizes of T1 , T2 , T3 , T4 , T5 , and Cfb , individually.

Fig. 5.9 illustrates simulation results. Shown in Fig. 5.9(a) and (b), tr and tpLH
are critically affected by T4 because it directly charges the load capacitor, as predicted
in the derivation. Moreover, Cfb is also a contributor to the switching speed because
the charge stored in Cfb raises VB and subsequently VC . In addition, the size impact
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from T5 is also consistent with the prediction. When its width increases from 20 µm
to 300 µm, tpLH drops from 59.5 µs to 34.6 µs, which is a 42% reduction. Meanwhile,
such increase in the width of T5 results in the static leakage current to be higher,
causing the average power consumption to rise by ∼ 80% shown in Fig. 5.9(c).
On the other hand, when the input signal is high, tf and tpHL have minimal impact
from the size variation of the devices in the feedback loop (T1 , T3 , T4 , T5 , Cfb ) as
shown in Fig. 5.9(a) and (b). However, predominantly, the size of T2 determines the
tf and tpHL which monolithically decrease while the width of T2 increases. During
this pull-down transition of the inverter operation, T2 can be viewed as a commonsource amplifier. The calculated unity-gain frequency of T2 is approximately 40 KHz.
The overlap capacitance between gate and drain is 420 fF which acts as a Miller
capacitance. From the target operating speed of the inverter at less than 10 KHz, the
impact of Miller effect could be safely neglected.
The final transient simulation waveform of the 7T inverter showing all its internal
nodes are illustrated in Fig. 5.10.

Figure 5.10: (a) The schematic of the 7T inverter. (b) The transient simulation of all the
nodal voltages.
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5.3

Multi-stage logic circuits with bootstrapped
gates

From the analysis in the last section, bootstrapped logic gates demonstrate CMOSlike properties which have the potential to address the low stage-to-stage gain and
high static leakage current problems associated with previous implementations. When
cascaded into multiple stages, complex logic can be realized on the panel. In addition,
the benefit of low-temperature fabrication capability of a-Si:H TFTs has enabled the
possibility to realize flexible displays [42, 57]. Multiple groups have showed reliable
pixel circuits on flexible substrate [78, 79, 57]. If bootstrapped logic circuits could
be combined with the pixels onto the same substrate, an integrated low-cost display
system may be realized. To demonstrate the feasibility, a decoder implemented on
flexible substrate with low-temperature a-Si:H TFTs is proposed. The decoder is
used to deliver row-scanning signals for the pixel array. For example, a display panel
with a resolution of m × n has n row-select pads. If a decoder is used, it could
drastically reduce the number of bonding pads between the panel and external ICs
from n to only blog2n c + 1, which lowers the cost and increases the integration level.
The detailed circuit design, simulation, and measurement results are provided in the
following sections.

5.3.1

Design and simulation of a 1-to-2 decoder

The gate-level schematic of a 1-to-2 decoder, which contains six logic gates, is illustrated in Fig. 5.11(a). The load capacitance is set to be 10 pF to represent a row of
pixels on the display panel of a typical hand-held device [80]. The two input signal
(A0 and SEL) and output signal of (D0 and D1 ) waveforms are shown in Fig. 5.11(b).
The geometries of devices in the gates are summarized in Fig. 5.11(c).
Both conventional and bootstrapped logic gates were used to construct the same
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Figure 5.11: (a) The gate-level schematic of a 1-to-2 decoder with node voltages and the
critical path labeled. (b) The input signal waveforms of A0 and SEL, as well as the output
signals D0 and D1 . (c) The geometries of the devices in the logic gates.

decoder to compare their performance. Fig. 5.12(a) and (b) show the transient voltage
and current response of the decoder using conventional and bootstrapped logic gates,
respectively. The average current (Iavg ) dropped from 38.2 µA to 6.18 µA with the
bootstrapped logic gates, which is an 80% reduction in average power consumption.
Fig. 5.12(c) shows that the stage-to-stage voltage-swing deteriorated from 14.9 V at
V1 to 3.68 V at Vout with the conventional logic gates, causing a 75% loss in only
four stages. Meanwhile, the decoder with bootstrapped gates had a constant voltageswing of 20 V throughout all four stages. Therefore, the comparison results have
clearly demonstrated the advantages of the bootstrapped logic gates in maintaining
stage-to-stage gain and reducing power consumption.
However, realization of multi-stage logic requires careful balancing of delays in
the re-converging signal paths. Failure to comply with this may result in unintended
glitch as shown in D0 signal in Fig. 5.12(b). Such behavior is the result of different
signal arrival time to the two NAND gates (N0 and N1 ), causing undesired cross-talk
between two rows. It could be corrected by delaying the SEL signal with an inverter
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Figure 5.12: The transient voltage and current waveforms of the decoder with (a) conventional and (b) bootstrapped logic gates. (c) The stage-to-stage voltage swing of both decoders.

delay.

5.3.2

The impact of the ∆VT degradation of a-Si:H TFTs

Simulation results in previous sub-section show a feasibility of realizing multistage
row decoder with desirable characteristics. However, the disordered properties of the
a-Si:H channel and a-SiNx :H gate dielectric layers can introduce voltage-bias induced
degradation which has been commonly modeled as a threshold-voltage shift (∆VT )
[59, 52]. Therefore, it is necessary to investigate its impact on the performance of
complex logic logic circuit such as decoder. It has been shown that the ∆VT can be
approximated by a stretched-exponential relationship [56] shown in Eq. (5.10).
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n
h  t β io
∆VT (t) = (VGS −VT ) × 1 − exp −
τ

(5.10)

The characteristic time constant τ and dispersion parameter β are specific to
fabrication conditions which can be extracted by measuring bias-stress performance
of individual TFTs.
Higher ∆VT results in poor tr and tpLH . Consequently, the SEL signal should also
be adjusted to match the increased gate delay to avoid aforementioned glitch. The
Eq. (5.10) can be also utilized to estimate the increase in delay. In a continuous
row-scanning operation of a display panel, the input buffers (inverters I2 and I3 in
Fig. 5.11(a)) have a 50% duty cycle. Then, for some logic gates in the decoder, the
accumulate ∆VT could be approximated as half of the time that the display is on.
The simulated maximum glitch level vs. SEL delay under progressive ∆VT is shown
in Fig. 5.13(a). For instance, if the ∆VT reaches 2 V , the initial 50 µs SEL delay is
not sufficient to limit the glitch shown in Fig. 5.13(b). According to Fig. 5.13(a), a
minimum of 70 µs SEL delay is required to eliminate the glitch as illustrated in Fig.
5.13(c). Therefore, the sizing of TFTs in the decoder should consider the maximum
∆VT that TFTs would accumulate during their expected life-time and the maximum
allowed programmable delay of the SEL signal.

5.3.3

Impact of applied mechanical strain

Prior reports [58, 56, 63] have demonstrated that mechanical strain has an effect on
the mobility of the TFTs. When the applied strain is tensile (compressive), the µn is
increased (decreased). Moreover, the mobility deviation is higher when the bending
direction is parallel to the channel length [57, 78, 64].
The applied strain affects the ∆VT during bias-stress, as compressive strain results
in the worst TFT degradation. These behaviors may be explained with the defect86
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∆VT from 0 V to 8 V (b) The output signals with 50 µs SEL signal delay at ∆VT = 2 V
showing the glitch (c) The output signals with 70 µs SEL delay showing no glitches at ∆VT =
2V .

pool model where the tensile or compressive strain is either healing or breaking the
weak silicon-silicon bonds in the a-Si:H channel layer [56, 64]. A simulation of ∆VT
vs. stress time under flat, tensile, and compressive strain conditions is shown in Fig.
5.14(a) using Eq. (5.10).
Assuming that the decoder operates for 48 hours under compressive strain, the
accumulated ∆VT is roughly 2 V estimated from Eq. (5.10). As indicated in Fig.
5.14(a), a 70 µs delay in SEL signal is required to suppress the glitching. To demonstrate the delay-matching results, output waveforms are shown in Fig. 5.14(b) and
(c), demonstrating a glitch-free decoding operation.
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From the detailed analysis and simulations above, it becomes necessary to consider
µn variation and ∆VT differences under bending when designing flexible circuits with
TFTs. These design parameters could impact the life-time of the circuits if not chosen
properly.

5.3.4

Fabrication and experimental results

To verify the performance of flexible a-Si:H TFT circuits, a 1-to-2 decoder with bootstrapped logic gates has been fabricated on a plastic substrate (PEN) along with test
TFTs for process parameter extraction. The minimum overlap design rule and channel
length were 15 µm and 20 µm, respectively. The TFTs were laid-out with a conven88

tional invert-staggered back-channel-etch (BCE) structure shown in Fig. 5.15(a). The
a-Si:H and a-SiNx :H layers were deposited using PECVD processes with a maximum
temperature of 170◦ C. The detailed fabrication process can be found in [57]. Measured IDS vs. VGS curves of a test a-Si:H TFT (W/L = 100 µm/20 µm) under flat,
tensile, and compressive strain conditions are shown in Fig. 5.15(b). The inset of
Fig. 5.15(b) shows that the tensile strain caused the TFT to have slightly higher
mobility (+2.5%) and the opposite for compressive strain (−2.9%), which was consistent with the theoretical model. The applied strain conditions were conducted by
taping the PEN substrate onto a convex or concave metal sample holder shown in
Fig. 5.15(c) and (d). The bending radius was ∼ 40 mm corresponding to a calculated
strain of ±0.3%. The test TFT showed a field-effect mobility (µn ) of 0.71 cm2 /V s,
sub-threshold slope (SS) of 0.64 V /dec, and VT ∼ 4.54 V .

Figure 5.15: (a) The cross-sectional schematic of the a-Si:H TFT logic circuits on PEN substrate. (b) The IDS vs. VGS curves of a TFT with W/L = 100 µm/20 µm under flat, tensile,
and compressive strain conditions. The inset shows the deviation in IDS near 20 V . The experimental setup of the flexible circuits under applied (c) tensile strain and (d) compressive
strain.
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The micro-graph of the 1-to-2 decoder and the test-bench setup is shown in Fig.
5.16(a) and (b), respectively. All the TFTs were oriented the same way so that they
experience the same mechanical strain conditions [78, 57, 64]. Moreover, the layout
followed the conventional standard-cell style with shared power and ground rails to
minimize area. The input signals were generated by an ArduinoMega micro-controller
and amplified to 0 V − 20 V range. The output signals of the decoder were first
connected to high-precision unity-gain amplifiers (TLE2144) with the load capacitor
(10 pF ) attached. Then, the outputs of the unity-gain amplifiers were connected to
an oscilloscope for waveform capturing. The role of the unity-gain amplifier is to
mitigate the resistive coupling effect of the probes (1 M Ω) in series with the high
output resistance (hundreds of KΩ) of a-Si:H TFTs.
Fig. 5.17(a) shows the measured (solid lines) and simulated (dashed lines) ∆VT of
a TFT for a 48-hour continuous operation test under flat and bending conditions. The
output waveforms with a 50 µs delay in SEL signal are shown in Fig. 5.17(b). Because
the increase in ∆VT was not compensated sufficiently, a glitch was clearly observed in
the D0 signal. According to Fig. 5.17(a), the worst-case ∆VT of approximately 2 V
had occurred for the TFTs under compressive strain. Therefore, using Eqs. (5.2)(5.10), a calculated delay of 70 µs was set from the beginning of the decoder stress
test to avoid circuit malfunction during the entire operational life-time. After the
70 µs delay was applied, the decoder could operate without any glitch throughout the
48 hours as shown in Fig. 5.17(c). Variations in µn and ∆VT caused by different
mechanical strain conditions were also observed and the results were consistent with
simulations. As a result, the programmable delay-matching method is effective in
controlling undesired cross-talk by mitigating the glitching behavior. The decoder
was able to maintain full output-swing throughout the stress-test period. Based on
measurement results, the extrapolated maximum operating frequency of this decoder
could reach 4.9 KHz, which is capable of refreshing the rows of a QVGA display under
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Figure 5.16: (a) The a micro-graph and (b) the test-bench of the 1-to-2 decoder.

compressive strain condition. The operating frequency could increase to suit higher
resolution displays after sizing the TFTs appropriately.
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5.4

Area-efficient bootstrapped logic gates

From the successful demonstration of flexible multi-stage logic circuits with bootstrapped logic gates presented in the previous sections, there is great potential to use
such logic style to realize more complex logic circuits 2 .
However, to form macro-sized circuits, the number of gates goes up and the footprint on the substrate rises drastically. It becomes crucial to design gates with less
2

This chapter is an amended version of “Realization of an Energy-Efficient and Full-Swing Decoder
with Unipolar TFT Technology”, including modified figures and tables, by Q. Li, C.-H. Lee, M. Asad,
W. S. Wong, M. Sachdev, published in the proceedings of Custom Integrated Circuits Conference
2020, with IEEE 2020. If citing any figure or table, please refer to the original publication.
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area consumption, so that they can be packed much denser.
By observing the internal node-voltage behavior of the 7T inverter shown in Fig.
5.10, it can be seen that node A closely resembles the output which leads to the
possible reduction of 2 TFTs (T2 and T4 ).
Then, novel area-efficient bootstrapped logic gates are proposed, the schematics
of 5T inverter, 7T NAND, and 7T NOR gates are shown in Fig. 5.18(b), (c) and (d),
respectively.

Figure 5.18: The schematic of (a) the conventional 2T inverter and the proposed (b) 5T
inverter, (c) 7T NAND, and (d) 7T NOR gates.

The ability of the proposed logic gates to achieve full swing comes from the same
bootstrapped feedback loop formed by T1 , T3 , T4 and Cfb as the previous implementation. Using the 5T inverter as an example, the detailed operation of these gates are
explained with simulation results on the side [81].

5.4.1

When input switches from ground to VDD :

Shown in Fig. 5.19, pull-down TFTs (T0 and T2 ) become conductive and start draining
Vout and node C. Meanwhile, a leakage current path (the green dashed line) is formed
by two diode-connected TFTs (T3 and T4 ) and T2 operating in linear mode. This
direct path keeps node C voltage to be slightly above ground level and much lower
than the threshold-voltage so T1 remains off. As a result, Vout could be lowered to
ground level. At the same time, node B is held at approximately half of VDD due to
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voltage division on the leakage path. This voltage difference between node B and C
would function as a trigger for the feedback loop in the second half of the inverter
operation.

Figure 5.19: The (a) schematic and (b) the waveform including input, output, internal node
B and C of the 5T inverter during output pull-down transition. (TFTs marked with red
crosses are turned off. The dashed pink lines represent current flow to charge and discharge
the output.)

5.4.2

When input switches from VDD to ground:

Shown in Fig. 5.20, pull-down TFTs (T0 and T2 ) are turned off blocking all leakage
paths to ground. Since there already exists a voltage difference between node B and
C from the first half of the operation, current supplied by VDD rail then starts to flow
into node C which gradually turns on T1 . Next, T1 begins to raise Vout which also
pushes node B voltage to be higher. This positive feedback loop (the blue dashed
line) formed by T1 , T4 , and Cfb eventually leads to VB ≈ 23 VDD , VC ≈ 23 VDD − VT ,
and Vout = VDD after reaching steady-state. It is observed that that the pull-up speed
is generally slower compared to pull-down. This is due to the reducing over-drive
voltage (VOV ) of T1 when Vout rises.
Next, to further investigate the pull-up operation of the inverter, propagation delay
(tpLH ) and rise time (tr ) were simulated. The results are shown in Fig. 5.21 which
demonstrates the impact from each device, including T1 , T2 , T3 , T4 , and Cfb when their
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Figure 5.20: The (a) schematic and (b) the waveform including input, output, internal
node B and C of the 5T inverter during output pull-up transitions. (TFTs marked with red
crosses are turned off. The dashed pink lines represent current flow to charge and discharge
the output. The blue dashed line is the current path of the bootstrapped feedback loop.)

individual sizes vary. Here, the geometry of T0 was kept at W/L = 100 µm/20 µm
as a constant and all the other devices were set to have the same channel length of
20 µm. The load capacitance was set to be 10 pF . The results show that increasing
geometry of T1 , T3 , T4 , and Cfb generally lead to lower tpLH and tr values since all
these devices contribute positively to the feedback loop. However, T2 acts in the
opposite way. The reason is that T2 is turned off when input is low, therefore, it does
not contribute any current to accelerate the feedback. However, with an increase in
the geometry of T2 , the parasitic capacitance at node C becomes higher resulting in
slower pull-up transition. Moreover, when T2 is larger, the leakage path could drain
more static current when input is high. Thus, T2 should be designed to the minimum
size to have better pull-up speed and lower leakage current.
After multiple cycles of simulations and optimization that balance operating speed
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Figure 5.21: (a) The tpLH and (b) tr of the inverter output when varying the width of T1 ,
T2 , T3 , T4 and Cfb .

and footprint. The device geometries were determined and summarized in Table 5.1.
Subsequently, device sizes of NAND and NOR gates could be generated by using
logical effort analysis.
Table 5.1: Device geometries of the 5T inverter

Width (µm)

T0

T1

T2

T3

T4

100

100

20

100

40

Then, the 5T inverter is put into a circuit environment to test its capability along
with the conventional 2T and 7T inverters.

5.4.3

Comparison of 2T, 4T, 5T and 7T inverters

A six-inverter buffer chain shown in Fig. 5.22, has been constructed to demonstrate
transient stage-to-stage behavior of the 2T, 4T, 5T, and 7T inverters.

Figure 5.22: A six-inverter delay chain used to simulate the stage-to-stage behavior of 2T,
4T, 5T and 7T inverters.

Fig. 5.23(a), (b), (c) and (d) show the stage-to-stage output voltage swing of
96

four delay chains formed by the 2T, 4T, 5T and 7T inverters, respectively. The 4T
inverter was designed with the same TFT widths for T0 , T1 , T2 and T3 and capacitor
values as the 5T inverter to compare the new design with a more conventional TFT
ivnerter circuit. The 5T and 7T inverters maintained a 20 V swing at each stage
as expected, while the 4T and 2T inverters had decreased swing of 17.6 V (88% of
supply) and 3.2 V (16.0% of supply), respectively. The lower stage-to-stage gain of the
2T and 4T inverter-style logic gates would cause circuits to malfunction. In addition,
the transient current for the 5T inverter chain is 6.5 µA compared to 25 µA for the
2T configuration (Fig. 5.23(e)), demonstrating the considerable power savings of the
former. This low-power performance is also superior to the 4T and 7T inverter chains,
which consumed an average transient current of 9.16 µA and 10.5 µA, respectively,
over the same period.
The analysis and simulation results have demonstrated the effectiveness of the
proposed area-efficient logic gates which are capable of providing unity stage-to-stage
gain and minimizing leakage current.

5.4.4

Fabrication and measurement results of logic gates

The proposed 5T inverter and 7T NAND gate have been fabricated on glass substrate
with an industry standard 5-mask a-Si:H process. The cross-sectional view of the
layers is shown in Fig. 5.24(a). The deposition temperature in the PECVD chamber
was set at 170◦ maximum for the a-Si:H channel and a-SiNx :H gate dielectric layers.
From the measured I-V curves in Fig. 5.24(b) and (c), device parameters were
extracted. Carrier mobility, threshold voltage and sub-threshold slope values are
0.92 cm2 /V s, 3.86 V and 0.66 V /dec, respectively.
Measured transient waveform of the 5T inverter and 7T NAND gate were overlaid
with simulation results shown in Fig. 5.25. The standard cells performed as proposed
with full-swing output signals and much lower static leakage current.
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Figure 5.23: (a), (b), (c) and (d) show the transient voltage waveform of the buffers formed
by 2T, 4T, 5T, and 7T invertes. (e) The comparison of the stage-to-stage voltage swing.
(f ) The comparison of transient current of the delay chains.

Fig. 5.26 summarizes the static leakage current and area reduction reduction of
the proposed standard cells. More than 85% of static leakage current is achieved
by all the standard cells when compared with conventional gates. Meanwhile, the
footprint of the 5T inverter was 11% less than the one demonstrated in prior art [76].
The footprint of NAND and NOR gates with two to four input signals shown in Fig.
5.26(b) were also smaller than the ones presented in [76] with a reduction ranging
from 12% to 32%.
In summary, the measurement and comparison results have proven the effective98

Figure 5.24: (a) The fabricated layers of a-Si:H TFTs on glass substrate. (b) The transfer
(IDS vs. VGS ) and output (IDS vs. VDS ) curves of a TFT with the geometry of W/L =
200 µm/20 µm.

ness of the proposed standard cells in minimizing energy consumption and footprint.

5.5

Multi-stage logic circuit demonstration

To test the proposed standard cells in a multi-stage configuration, a 3-to-8 decoder
has been designed and fabricated. The schematic and input/output waveform are
shown in Fig. 5.27(a) and the optical micro-graph is shown in (b). The design is
consisted of fourteen 5T inverters and eight 4-input NAND gates totaling 126 TFTs.
The layout followed CMOS standard cell style with shared power supply and ground
rails. The load capacitance of the decoder was approximately 10 pF. The total area
of the decoder is 3.6 mm × 6.1 mm.
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The decoder was characterized using the same test-bench as previous measurements. Shown in Fig. 5.28(b), the decoder is able to achieve rail-to-rail output swing
as designed while running at 1.6 KHz. However, there were voltage glitches higher
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Figure 5.27: (a) The gate-level schematic with input/output waveform and (b) the micrograph of a 3-to-8 decoder.

than 12 V . Such undesired behavior is due to the different arrival time of the reconverging signals after the input buffer stage. These glitches have the potential to
interfere the normal operation of a memory or display array.
By introducing a skew into the SEL signal could alleviate this problem. Shown
in Fig. 5.28(a), a delay matching of 300 µs has been inserted into the SEL signal.
Then as demonstrated in Fig. 5.28(c), all the output signals have demonstrated low
glitches less than the threshold voltage of the TFTs.
The average current was also measured to be 20.4 µA, which is an 85% reduction
if the decoder was implemented by conventional logic gates. At the same time, the
area is approximately 20% less if the gates were realized by the initial implementation
of bootstrapped ones.

5.6

Comparison of TFT logic circuits

Table. 5.2 compares this work with other logic-circuit realizations with TFTs. Note
that the proposed circuits in this work demonstrate full-swing over multiple stages
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Figure 5.28: (a) Input signals of the 3-to-8 decoder. The dashed SEL signal is delayed to
match other re-converging signals after the input buffer. (b) and (c) are the waveform of
the eight output signals without and with SEL signal matching.

while maintaining low power consumption.
The proposed area-efficient logic gates has the best overall performance in terms
of the full-swing and low-power features on top of area-reduction when compared to
prior implementations of bootstrapped logic gates.

5.7

Realization of a flexible display backplane

From the detailed analysis and successful experimental results shown above, the proposed area-efficient, full-swing and low-power logic circuits can be integrated with a
pixel array to demonstrate its effectiveness. The decoders controlling a column of 2T
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Table 5.2: Comparison of logic circuits with thin-film transistors

This work

Technology

a-Si:H

a-Si:H

Ref.

Ref.

Ref.

Ref.

[76]

[71]

[72]

[75]

Dual-gate

Dual-gate

a-IGZO

a-IGZO

a-Si:H

a-IGZO

Substrate

Glass

Flex

Glass

Glass

Glass

Glass

CMOS-like

Yes

Yes

Yes

No

No

No

Full swing

Yes

Yes

Yes

No

No

Yes1

Low power

Yes

Yes

Yes

No

No

Yes

5T

7T

7T

2T

2T

7T+1C

INV

INV

Circuits

NAND

NAND

INV

INV

realized

3-to-8

1-to-2

R.O.

NOR

Decoder

Decoder

Inverter
Devices

1

INV

INV

The inverter requires an additional bias voltage signal to make it full-swing.

and 6T pixel arrays have been demonstrated as follows:

5.7.1

Row decoder + 2T pixel array

The overall schematic of the display backplane is shown in Fig. 5.29. The 3-to-8
decoder is used as the row-select function so that there would be only four control
signals instead of eight.
The fabrication of the flexible wafer followed the same procedures and the deposition temperature was at 150◦ C. The bending experiments were also carried out with
the same aluminum sample holder with a radius of 40 mm and the resulting strain
of ε = ±3%. The mobility of the a-Si:H TFTs have changed slightly during bending
which can be seen from the variations of the rise/fall time and propagation delay
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Figure 5.29: (a) The schematic of a 3-to-8 decoder controlling the row signals of a 2T pixel
array. (b) The micro-graph of a fabricated decoder with one column of 2T pixel circuits.

shown in Fig. 5.30.

Figure 5.30: (a) Transient waveform of the input signals of the 3-to-8 decoder. (b) (c) and
(d) The measured output waveform of the decoder under tensile, flat and compressive strain
conditions. (e) and (f ) The bending setup of the flexible decoder wafer.

Meanwhile, a 8 × 1 column of 2T pixels were attached to the decoder to verify the
row-selecting capability. The output current of each pixel could be probed individually
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to collect data. Fig. 5.31(a) shows transient waveform of the output current when
Vdata scans from 8 V to 15 V under flat situation. In addition, the summary of current
vs. Vdata is shown in (b) under various bending conditions.

30

30

P0

Tensile
Flat
Compressive

P1
P2

20

Current [ A]

Current [ A]

20

P3
P4

10

P5
P7

0
0

1

2 3 4
Time [ms]

10

P6

(a)

0

5

5

7

9

11

Vdata [V]

13

(b)

15

Figure 5.31: (a) Transient waveform of the output current at a Vdata range of 5 V ∼ 15 V
(b) The current vs. Vdata curve of the 2T pixels.

5.7.2

Row decoders + 6T pixel array

After the simple 2T array addressing has been realized, it is possible to design rowselect circuits for the 6T compensation pixel array. In order to control both the V1
and V2 timing signals for every row, two separate decoders are required. Shown in Fig.
5.32, the schematic of the 6T pixel array addressing has been provided. The number
of row-select pads required becomes twice as much as the 2T array implementation.
The input timing-control signals and the individual output of the two decoders
are shown in Fig. 5.33. It can be seen that all the V1 and V2 signals can be generated
properly.
Then, the compensation performance of the 6T pixel driven by decoders has also
been investigated. Under progressive ∆VT values, the output current shows less than
3% variation from the initial state in the full Vdata range in Fig. 5.34.
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Figure 5.32: The schematic of two decoders driving a 6T pixel array.
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signals for a 6T pixel array.
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5.8

Summary

In summary, this chapter has demonstrated full-swing and low-power logic gates using the bootstrapped technique so that CMOS-like logic circuits can be successfully
realized by unipolar n-type only a-Si:H TFT technology. The proposed area-efficient
gates has been integrated into a 3-to-8 decoder which is capable of selecting rows of a
display array. Its performance has been verified through simulation and measurement.
Then, the realization of a scaled-down display panel was also achieved by attaching a
column of 2T pixel array to the decoder. It demonstrated correct behavior as desired.
Moreover, by combining two decoders, it is also possible to address the 6T compensation pixel circuit proposed in the previous chapter. Simulation results have shown
the correct timing signals and compensation capability is also maintained.
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Chapter 6
Conclusions and Future Work
6.1

Conclusions

The realization of low-cost flexible displays as a “system-on-flex” requires low-power
light media, reliable pixel circuits and peripheral on-flex control circuits. Novel solutions to all these challenges have been addressed in this thesis.
The first major contribution presented in the thesis is a power-efficient pixel circuit
using amorphous silicon TFTs and µLEDs configured in a novel method. Conventionally, the anode terminal of the OLED has be connected to the source of the driving
TFT due a fabrication constraint. With a novel fabrication technique, µLEDs which
possess much higher electro-luminescence efficiency, can be bonded with their cathode terminals to the drain of the TFT. In this novel pixel configuration, the display
dynamic range is extended from eliminating the on-voltage of the diode. The analysis
and experimental results have demonstrated significant increase of dynamic range and
low-power features.
The second contribution is a novel 6-TFT compensation pixel circuit. Due to
the well-known mobility degradation of amorphous silicon TFTs under voltage bias,
pixel circuits supply less current to the light media over-time. The proposed 6-TFT
pixel circuit uses a charge-transfer technique which utilizes a specific degradation
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ratio between TFTs biased in linear and saturation modes. Two MIS capacitors form
the core of the compensation mechanism. By balancing the capacitor components
among the 6 TFTs, the output current of the pixel circuit remains the same under
the same data voltage. In addition, when the pixel circuit operates under applied
mechanical strain, the layout of the TFTs also plays a role in the compensation
capability. When the TFTs are oriented the same way, the compensation remains
consistent, otherwise, over- and under- compensation can be observed. Theoretical
and experimental analysis has proved the effectiveness of the proposed 6-TFT pixel
circuit.
The third contribution of the thesis is to provide a logic-gate-level solution to
realize low-power and full-swing digital circuits on flexible substrate with amorphous
silicon TFTs. Such digital logic circuits can be used as row/column drivers resulting
in much less input signals required from the external ICs. Using a bootstrapped
feedback network, primary logic gates, such as inverter, NAND, and NOR gates can
be realized with full-swing output and low static leakage current. Using 5 TFTs and a
capacitor, a bootstrapped inverter can be realized, as well as 7 TFT NAND and NOR
gates. These novel logic gates provide desirable CMOS-like features and are areaefficient in the mean time compared to prior TFT logic implementations. As a proof
of concept, a 3-to-8 decoder has been designed and fabricated on flexible substrate and
its performance closely matched the simulations. Furthermore, a miniature “systemon-flex” has been realized by the decoder and a column of pixel circuits. The results
have demonstrated the effectiveness of the novel logic circuit implementations.

6.2

Future work

To extend on the research work performed in this thesis, further investigations can
be continued on all three aspects. For the topic on power-efficient pixel circuits, the
proposed drain-cathode configuration with µLED can be applied onto other platforms,
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such as CMOS and LTPS backplanes. While down-sizing the µLEDs to reach higher
display resolutions, the uniformity of electro-luminescence across a large area should
be further studied. The solution may come from novel circuit design or more advanced
fabrication techniques.
For the aspect of compensation pixel circuits, the proposed method uses six TFTs
and two control signals. Since the overlap capacitance negatively impacts the compensation performance, a self-aligned TFT fabrication process should be experimented
to verify the performance of the proposed pixel circuit. Also, the repeated bending
measurements should be carried out to find out the limits of the pixel circuit. In terms
of materials, metal-oxide TFTs and printed organic TFTs can also be used to validate
the compensation concept. Last but not the lease, future studies should always aim
to reduce the TFT count so that the fill factor may improve to provide better visual
quality.
For circuit implementations on flexible substrate with unipolar TFTs, more functions should be realized, such as memory, data conversion, power harvesting and etc.
Only by integrating more functions on the same substrate, can the cost of flexible
electronics go down. The proposed low-power and full-swing logic gates have enabled
the realization of digital circuits, while much future work can be investigated with
analog and mixed-signal circuits.

6.3

Contributions

Journal articles
1. Q. Li, C.-H. Lee, M. Asad, W. S. Wong, M. Sachdev, “Energy-efficient and fullswing logic circuits with unipolar TFTs on flexible substrate”, in preparation
2. M. Asad*, Q. Li*, C.-H. Lee, M. Sachdev, W. S. Wong, “Design and demonstration of high-brightness, power-efficient flexible micro-LED pixel circuits”,
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submitted to Nano Energy, (*equal contribution)
3. Q. Li, C.-H. Lee, M. Asad, W. S. Wong, M. Sachdev, “CMOS-like logic circuits
with unipolar thin-film transistors on flexible substrate”, IEEE Transactions on
Electron Devices, volume 67, issue 2, page 512-517
4. M. Asad, Q. Li, M. Sachdev, W. S. Wong, “Size-dependent optoelectrical properties of 365 nm ultraviolet light-emitting diodes”, Nanotechnology, volume 30,
issue 50, page 4001
5. M. Asad, Q. Li, C.-H. Lee, M. Sachdev, W. S. Wong, “Integration of GaN
light-emitting diodes with a-Si:H TFTs for flexible displays”, Nanotechnology,
volume 30, issue 32, page 4003
6. Q. Li, C.-H. Lee, M. Asad, W. S. Wong, M. Sachdev, “A 6-TFT charge-transfer
self-compensating pixel circuit for flexible displays”, IEEE Journal of the Electron Devices Society, volume 7, page 792-800
7. S. Sanjeevi, Q. Li, C.-H. Lee, W. S. Wong, M. Sachdev, “Effect of chargeretention of non-volatile memory TFTs under multiple read cycles”, IEEE Journal of the Electron Devices Society, volume 5, issue 4, page 266-270

Conference publications (selected)
1. Q. Li, C.-H. Lee, W. S. Wong, M. Sachdev, “Realization of an energy-efficient
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of flexible display pixel circuits under mechanical bending”, IEEE International
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