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We use a femtowatt focused laser beam to locate and manipulate a single quantum tunneling channel

associated with an individual InAs quantum dot within an ensemble of dots. The intensity of the directed

laser beam tunes the tunneling current through the targeted dot with an effective optical gain of 107 and

modifies the curvature of the dot’s confining potential and the spatial extent of its ground state electron

eigenfunction. These observations are explained by the effect of photocreated hole charges which become

bound close to the targeted dot, thus acting as an optically induced gate electrode.
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Several optoelectronic device concepts in emerging
nanotechnologies exploit the electrical injection of charge
carriers into a single, discrete quantum state and the control
of this process by an external field [1–5]. Although the
manipulation of a single quantum state is technically chal-
lenging, progress has been made in locating individual
quantum states [4–6], controlling their interaction with
the environment [4,5,7], and fine-tuning their properties
[8,9] with a view to applications in photonics and quantum
information [10,11]. In this Letter we describe an optical
technique that uses a focused laser beam to address and
manipulate a single quantum state within an ensemble of
self-assembled InAs quantum dots (QDs).

Our device is a heterostructure tunnel diode containing a
single layer of InAs dots in the tunnel barrier. Over a
particular range of bias the measured current arises from
resonant tunneling of electrons through a single QD eigen-
state. We locate the spatial position of this state at micron-
scale resolution by scanning the focused laser beam over
the surface of the diode and measuring the effect of the
photoexcited carriers on the resonant tunneling current
channel. By directing the laser beam onto a particular dot
we can switch the current tunneling through the dot using
laser powers as low as 2 fW with an on/off ratio >50 and
an effective optical gain of �4� 106. These phenomena
arise from the Coulomb interactions between the tunneling
electron and photoexcited holes which become bound
within a few tens of nanometers of the active dot, thus
acting like an optically induced gate electrode [12]. The
optical excitation can be used to manipulate the confining
potential so that the bound holes not only lower the
Coulomb potential energy of the dot eigenstate, but also
modify the curvature of the confinement potential as re-
vealed by magnetotunneling imaging of the electronic
eigenfunction. This experimental demonstration of laser
location and optical control of resonant tunneling through a

single quantum state advances the science of quantum dot
manipulation and the prospect of future applications, in-
cluding sensitive photon detection.
Our diodes, shown schematically in Fig. 1(a), were

grown by molecular beam epitaxy on a (001)-oriented Si-
doped GaAs substrate. A single layer of self-assembled

FIG. 1 (color online). (a) Sketch of the n-i-n resonant tunnel
diode with a layer of QDs inside an (AlGa)As barrier in the
intrinsic i region. Inset: Photograph of the diode surface. (b) IðVÞ
curves at T ¼ 4 K in the dark and under illumination with an
unfocused laser beam (Light 1: P ¼ 3 nW; Light 2: P ¼ 8 nW.
(c) Photoresponse map at V ¼ 1:35 V measured under illumi-
nation with a focused laser beam (P ¼ 2 fW, T ¼ 4 K,
dL < 1 m). (d) �PL map of the QD emission at � ¼ 905 nm
(P ¼ 1 �W, T ¼ 4 K, dL < 1 �m).

PRL 108, 117402 (2012) P HY S I CA L R EV I EW LE T T E R S
week ending

16 MARCH 2012

0031-9007=12=108(11)=117402(5) 117402-1 � 2012 American Physical Society

http://dx.doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevLett.108.117402


InAs QDs with sheet density nQD ¼ 2:0� 0:5� 1015 m�2

is embedded in the central plane of an 8 nm Al0:4Ga0:6As
tunnel barrier [13]. The continuum of states of the InAs
wetting layer to the right of the barrier facilitates electron
tunnelling out of the dots. The active layer of the device is
sandwiched between two heavily doped nþ GaAs layers.
To enhance the optical sensitivity of our device, we have
incorporated a layer of undoped GaAs of thickness t ¼
0:5 �m directly below the top contact layer. This layer is
thick enough to absorb a significant fraction (> 20%) of
the above band gap excitation light incident on the mesa
diode. The structures were processed into optical mesa
diodes of 25 �m diameter. A small central circular contact
and an outer ring-shaped contact formed by an annealed
AuGe=Ni=Au layer provide optical access to the top sur-
face of the diode.

For the spatially resolved photoresponse and photolumi-
nescence (PL) measurements, we used a confocal micro-
scope spectrometer equipped with a microscope cryostat or
a He-bath cryostat incorporating a XYZ stage and focusing
microlens. Optical excitation was provided by a focused
He-Ne laser beam with spot diameter dL < 1 �m and
power P down to 2 fW. We performed current-voltage,
IðVÞ, measurements with the device mounted inside a
superconducting magnetocryostat at fields B up to 14 T.
Magnetotransport experiments were performed in darkness
and with the top surface of the device uniformly illumi-
nated by an unfocused 633 nm He-Ne laser beam (P<
10 nW, spot diameter dL > 1 mm).

The sharp resonant peaks in the ‘‘dark’’ IðVÞ curve at
low temperature (T ¼ 4 K) have amplitudes, Ir, of several
nA [Fig. 1(b)]. We have performed a detailed study of their
temperature dependence which indicates that they arise
from electron tunneling out of the Fermi sea in the GaAs
emitter through individual, discrete QD states in the tunnel
barrier (see Supplemental Material [14], Fig. S2). The
voltage width of each resonance (� 40 mV) corresponds
to an energy range of �4 meV for the electrons tunneling
into the QD. This takes account of the electrostatic lever-
age factor [15] of our device which we estimate to be
f ¼ 11 from the temperature dependent measurements
(see Supplemental Material [14], Fig. S2).

When the upper surface of the diode is illuminated
uniformly with unfocused laser light of increasing inten-
sity, the QD resonant peaks shift steadily towards lower
bias [16]. However, the shapes, amplitudes, and relative
bias positions of the peaks remain approximately the same.
The shifts to lower bias, �V, are proportional to the light
intensity at low levels, but saturate to about 300 mV at a
light intensity P � 1 �W=cm2. The response of the diode
to illumination is shown in Fig. 1(c) as a color map of the
photoresponse (PR), which we obtain by scanning a
focused low intensity laser beam (P ¼ 2 fW or
�200 nW=cm2) over the top surface and measuring the
tunnel current at each position for a fixed applied bias. The

map reveals a strong response from a microscopic ‘‘hot
spot.’’ In contrast, the map of the open circuit micropho-
toluminescence (�PL) measured with the same scanned
laser beam shows a more uniformly distributed PL signal
[Fig. 1(d)]. The PL emission is dominated by a broad band
centered at a photon energy of 1.38 eV and full width at
half maximum of 70 meV due to electron-hole recombi-
nation within the QDs.
The photoexcitation of a particular hot spot in the photo-

response map produces a characteristic change in IðVÞ. As
shown in Figs. 2(a) and 2(b), when the laser is focussed on
the QD1 hot spot, peak P1 shifts to lower bias (1.5 V)
whereas, on the QD2 spot, peak P2 shifts but peak P1
remains fixed. By measuring the relative changes of the
peak currents, Ir [Figs. 2(c) and 2(e)] or of the voltage
shifts�V [Figs. 2(d) and 2(f)] of the selected resonances as
a function of the xy coordinates around QD1 and QD2, we
obtain a characteristic spot radius of �2 �m.
With uniform illumination, the light-induced voltage

shift is accompanied by temporal fluctuations in the tunnel

FIG. 2 (color online). (a) Photoresponse map measured at
V ¼ 1:5 V showing ‘‘hot spot’’ region QD1. The red circle
indicates the position of a second hot spot (QD2). (b) IðVÞ curves
in the dark and under illumination of the QD1 and QD2 spots.
Arrows indicate light-induced shifts of the QD resonances for
QD1 (red) and QD2 (blue). (c) and (e) Spatial profiles of the
photoresponse across the QD1 and QD2 spots measured at 1.5 V
and 1.7 V, respectively. The dashed lines are guides to the eye.
(d) and (f) Bias shifts of the QD1 and QD2 resonances as a
function of the laser spot distance from the centers of the QD1
and QD2 spots.
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current, which generates noise when the IðVÞ curves are
acquired at slow sweep rates (< 1 Hz) [Fig. 1(b)]. This
jitter is attributed to slow fluctuations in current paths
between the contact layers and barrier and it can be elim-
inated by making fast (< 0:1 s) sweeps of IðVÞ [16].
However, with the low power (2 fW) scanned and focused
laser beam, the data remain noise-free [Fig. 2(b)] and the
resonant current is stable for a time �s � 10 s, which is
sufficient time to acquire noise-free IðVÞ plots using con-
ventional dc measurement techniques.

The scanning experiments with the focused laser beam
demonstrate that we can address a particular QD tunneling
channel [e.g., peak QD1 in Fig. 1(b)] and tune or detune the
resonance by changing either the bias or the laser beam
intensity. We attribute the bias-induced shift of the QD
resonance to the mechanism illustrated schematically in
Fig. 3(a). Under illumination, the photoexcited electrons
drift towards the positively biased top nþGaAs contact
layer and have no significant effect on the behavior of
the device. Photoexcited holes created in the undoped
GaAs layer below the top contact drift towards the tunnel
barrier due to the action of the electric field generated by
the applied bias. The wetting layer to the right of the
tunnel barrier captures the holes which can then tunnel
into the long lived (� 1 sec) bound states in the QD layer.
Those holes which become bound close to an active dot,
e.g., QD1, create a ‘‘hot spot’’ by lowering the local
electrostatic potential for tunneling electrons, thus
reducing the value of the applied bias required for resonant
tunneling. Using Gauss’s theorem, we can use the
light-induced shift in bias to estimate the areal density
of holes, nh, bound in the region of the QD layer, i.e.,
�V ¼ �nhet="0"r, giving nh ¼ 4� 1014 m�2 � 0:2nQD
when the bias shift saturates at high optical excitation.
Thus a significant fraction of the QDs can be charged
with holes.

The positive charge of the photoexcited holes bound
close to the active dot serves as an optically controlled,
microscopic gate electrode which can switch the resonant
tunnel current with a high degree of fidelity (on/off
ratio> 50). We emphasize that the effect can be achieved
with laser powers P as low as 2 fW, which corresponds to a
photo-hole generation rate in the light-absorbing GaAs
layer of only �2000 s�1. The electron resonant tunneling
rate through an active dot is 7 orders of magnitude larger
than this. Hence the contribution to the resonant current of
electron recombination with the photocreated holes within
the active quantum dot is negligible. The corresponding

optical gain is � ¼ Irh�
Pe � 4� 106, where h� is the photon

energy. The high photosensitivity of our device indicates a
long dwell time (�d > 1 s) of a photoexcited hole follow-
ing capture at one of the dots. This optical memory can be
erased by applying a reverse bias pulse, which quickly
sweeps out the bound holes. The dot is then reactivated
for photon detection.

To examine how the bound holes modify the electronic
eigenstate of the active quantum dot QD1, we measured
the effect of an applied magnetic field on the resonant
tunneling current, as shown in Fig. 4(a). The field was
applied in the x-y plane, perpendicular to the direction of
the current flow. We attribute the noise in the resonant
peaks to random variations in the electrostatic potential
associated with the changing spatial configuration of
the nearby photoexcited bound holes which have a

FIG. 3 (color online). (a) Sketch of electron tunneling from
the n-GaAs emitter layer into the energy level of a QD in the
dark (dashed lines) and in the presence of photocreated electron-
hole pairs (solid lines). The inset shows the atomic force mi-
croscopy (AFM) image of the InAs QDs illustrating several
bound holes (þ) surrounding an active QD (circled).
(b) Calculated average energy potential in the dark and under
illumination for a QD surrounded by positive charges. (c) Model
calculation of the average potential energies and corresponding
electron wave function probability densities (ground state) in the
dark and under illumination. The plane of the bound photo-
excited holes is offset by 1 nm from the calculated potential
plane. The arrows in parts (b) and (c) show the shift of the
potential energy (b) and of the corresponding ground state (c)
caused by light.
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characteristic lifetime of �1 s. The IðVÞ curves under
illumination were measured over a time period of
>103 sec and therefore correspond to a time average
of the light-induced change in the confinement potential
of the active dot.

When an electron tunnels from the emitter into the QD
eigenstate, it acquires an additional in-plane momentum
from the Lorentz force given by @ky ¼ �eBxs, where s is

the effective tunneling length along z. By measuring the
tunnel current as a function of Bxð/ kyÞ, we determine

the electron probability density in momentum space of
the eigenstate, i.e., IðBxÞ � j�ðkyÞj2 [15]. The decrease

in the amplitude of the QD1 resonance with increasing B
is more pronounced when the device is illuminated [see
Fig. 4(b)]. This corresponds to an increase, under illumi-
nation, of the spatial extent of the ground state eigenfunc-
tion in real space. We attribute this behavior to the effect of
the photoexcited holes which become bound close
(� 20 nm) to the active dot. The attractive Coulomb forces
exerted by the bound holes act to soften the curvature of the
confining potential of the active dot, thus increasing the
spatial extent of its electronic eigenfunction.

We model this effect by approximating the in-plane
confinement of the QD by a two-dimensional potential
U ¼ �U0 expð�r2=a2Þ. The parabolic curvature of this
potential close to its minimum is characterized by a quan-

tization energy @!0, where !0 ¼
ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi

2U0m
�=a2

p

and m� ¼
0:03me is the electron effective mass for the InAs dot.
Figures 3(b) and 3(c) show the changes in the confining
potential and the corresponding ground state probability
density when a hole is placed on each of the N neighboring
dots surrounding an empty active dot. For simplicity, we
locate the holes at equal spacings on a circle of radius d

centered on the active dot. For the calculations shown in
Figs. 3(b) and 3(c), we use @!0¼30meV, U0¼100meV,
N ¼ 6, and d ¼ 17 nm and include the effect of the image
charges of the bound holes due to the nearby conducting
n-GaAs contact layers ([17], see also Supplemental
Material [14] for further details). For these parameter
values, our simple model predicts that the nearby hole
charges increase the FWHM of the ground state probability
density by 12%, which is in qualitative agreement with the
measured value 17� 5%, see Fig. 4(b). Previous imaging
studies of the electron bound to InAs dots [18,19] or to Si-
donors in a quantum well [20] have demonstrated that a
strong magnetic field applied perpendicular to the plane of
the dots (or to the quantum well plane) leads to the mag-
netocompression of the electron eigenfunction in real
space. Here we have demonstrated that a different type of
external perturbation, namely, the Coulomb attraction of
bound photoexcited holes can produce a significant and
measurable increase in the spatial extent of the ground state
eigenfunction of a QD.
In summary, we have demonstrated a high resolution

photoconductivity mapping technique whereby a single
quantum dot within a large ensemble of dots can be opti-
cally activated and tuned by scanning a focused laser beam
over the top surface of a tunnel diode. The laser light
generates photoexcited holes which become bound in the
vicinity of the active dot; this changes not only the electro-
static potential energy of the dot making it electrically
active, but also the curvature of its confining potential.
This optical tuning of the confining potential is confirmed
by measuring the photoinduced change in the spatial form
of the wave function of the resonant eigenstate using
magnetotunneling spectroscopy. The positively charged
photoexcited holes act as a moveable optically controlled,
and electrically erasable gate electrode which can switch
the resonant tunneling current through a targeted dot with
an on/off ratio> 50 at optical excitation levels as low as
2 fW. This could be used to develop sensitive photon
detectors and to advance existing methods for the con-
trolled manipulation of single quantum states in nanoscale
optoelectronic devices.
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