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Transition Structure at the Si�100�-SiO2 Interface
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We characterize the transition structure at the Si�100�-SiO2 interface by addressing the inverse ion-
scattering problem. We achieve sensitivity to Si displacements at the interface by carrying out ion-
scattering measurements in the channeling geometry for varying ion energies. To interpret our
experimental results, we generate realistic atomic-scale models using a first-principles approach and
carry out ion-scattering simulations based on classical interatomic potentials. Silicon displacements
larger than 0:09 �A are found to propagate for three layers into the Si substrate, ruling out a transition
structure with regularly ordered O bridges, as recently proposed.
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terms of atomistic models is not trivial and requires the
solution of the inverse scattering problem.

latter contribution is only partially canceled by YO=2. In
Fig. 1(a), we give measured �Y for ion energies ranging
The gate oxide in Si-based electronic devices has been
designed to be thinner with each new generation of the
technology [1,2]. In the present generation, this oxide
film has a thickness below 2 nm [3]. In this regime, the
transition layer at the Si-SiO2 interface constitutes a
significant fraction of the total thickness and its detailed
physical properties affect device performance [4]. The
understanding of the Si-SiO2 interface at the atomic-scale
has proved to be very challenging and to be intimately
coupled to understanding the mechanism of SiO2 film
growth.

Several experimental techniques [5–10] have so far
provided well-defined atomic-scale information on the
structure of the Si�100�-SiO2 interface [11]. How-
ever, the bonding pattern connecting the Si substrate to
the oxide remains to date poorly understood, as mani-
fested by the variety of model structures in the recent
literature [11–16]. Several recent models show a consen-
sus in favoring transition structures in which the Si
crystal remains essentially ideal and shows an ordered
pattern of O bridges at the interface [14,15]. In an alter-
native model, the match between the Si crystal and its
oxide occurs through a disordered Si layer [11,13]. These
model structures reflect different assumptions concerning
the oxidation mechanisms [13,15]. However, the transi-
tion structure near the interface cannot be distinguished
by the available experimental data.

Ion-scattering experiments in the channeling geometry
are particularly sensitive to the Si side of the Si-SiO2 in-
terface. From early measurements at a selected ion energy
[17], the structure at the interface could be characterized
in terms of excess silicon yield which mainly results from
Si atoms out of register with respect to their ideal lattice
positions. However, the interpretation of these data in
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Here we combine ion-scattering experiments and theo-
retical modeling to investigate the nature of the atomic
arrangements at the Si�100�-SiO2 interface. In the ion-
scattering experiments, we probed the extent of Si dis-
placements close to the interface for varying ion energies.
Our modeling approach aims at reproducing the observed
yields for atomistic model structures complying with the
available experimental data [6–9]. We generated such
models by applying sequentially classical molecular dy-
namics and density-functional relaxation methods. By
performing ion-scattering simulations on these model
structures, we could address the inverse scattering prob-
lem and extract detailed information concerning the
bonding in the vicinity of the Si�100�-SiO2 interface.

Rutherford ion-scattering experiments were carried
out at room temperature on oxides grown via a high
quality rapid thermal oxidation process, known to pro-
duce device quality dielectric layers. Displaced Si atoms
were detected by use of the channeling geometry [17,18].
The samples were oriented in a two axis goniometer and
probed with a He� beam by incidence along the normal
h100i direction. We used a grazing exit angle geometry
with the detector at a scattering angle of approximately
95�. Absolute yields giving the amount of Si and O atoms
were obtained with an estimated error of �5%.

We focus here on the excess Si yield [17], �Y �
YSi 	 YO=2	 Yideal, where YSi and YO are the Si and
O yields, respectively, and Yideal the yield calculated for
an ideally terminated Si crystal [18]. The excess Si yield
is a genuine interface property, since the contribution
from fully oxidized Si atoms (YO=2) and from the ideal
Si crystal (Yideal) are subtracted out. Hence, �Y results
from Si atoms displaced out of their crystalline positions
and from Si atoms in intermediate oxidation states. The
2003 The American Physical Society 186101-1
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FIG. 1. Measured (full circles) and calculated excess Si yields
vs ion energy for (a) the Si�100�-SiO2 interface and (b) the
Si�100�1� 1:H surface. In (a), the calculated values are ob-
tained for models A (squares), B (triangles), and C (circles);
the contribution from partially oxidized Si atoms is shown by
a shaded band. In (b), experimental values from Ref. [18].

FIG. 2. Top views of transition structures in models A, B, and
C. Light (dark) spheres indicate Si (O) atoms. Respective in-
plane displacements for the upper 4 Si layers are given on the
right. For each layer, a box is centered on the mean displace-
ment with a vertical height giving the rms deviation. The first
layer (dark box) contains partially oxidized Si atoms. The extra
atom in model C, indicated by an arrow, was not considered as
part of the substrate. The horizontal band indicates the sensi-
tivity of ion-scattering measurements to atomic displacements.
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between 0.4 and 1.0 MeV. In this regime, the measure-
ment is sensitive to Si displacements between 0.09 and
0:14 �A [18].

We designed model interface structures to reproduce
atomic-scale features consistent with various experimen-
tal probes [6–9]. After preparing a template consisting of
a Si(100) surface with a particular bond pattern, classical
molecular dynamics were used to evolve Si and O atoms
at high temperatures in its neighborhood [19]. We used
interatomic pair potentials of the Born-Mayer-Huggins
type for which the parameters were derived from ab initio
calculations [20]. A quench to low temperatures gave
disordered SiO2 oxides attached to the template, free of
coordination defects. By removing O atoms, we could
adjust the amount of Si atoms in intermediate oxidation
states and their approximate location. The atomic posi-
tions were finally relaxed using a density-functional ap-
proach [21]. The interface models are periodic in the
plane of the interface, with a
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Si repeat unit.
They consist of �12 �A of oxide at a density of 2.3 to
2:4 g=cm3, in agreement with x-ray measurements [6].We
used 17 Si monolayers (MLs) for the substrate to achieve
fully converged results in the ion-scattering simulations.

To match recent photoemission data [9], we considered
three model interfaces all containing about 1.9 ML of Si
atoms in intermediate oxidation states, distributed be-
tween Si�1, Si�2, and Si�3 as 1:1:7:2:3. However, the
model interfaces differed considerably in their interfacial
bonding at the Si termination (Fig. 2). In model A, the
termination is nearly abrupt and closely corresponds to
that of an ideal Si lattice. The bond density mismatch at
the interface is accommodated by O bridges. The struc-
ture shows a slight departure from the ordered stripe
phase [15] to accommodate the intermediate oxida-
tion states [9]. The terminating Si layer contains 3 Si�1

and 5 Si�2 moieties per unit cell. The 7 Si�3 moieties are
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either directly attached to the Si�1 moieties or located
higher in the oxide. In model B, the terminating Si layer
shows a high density of in-plane Si-Si dimers. To match
the experimental suboxide distribution [9], we introduced
O atoms in four of the backbonds of these dimers. The
Si�1 and Si�2 moieties are distributed in the upper two
layers of the substrate, while the Si�3 are partially in the
terminating Si layer and partially higher in the oxide. In
model C, the structure of the terminating Si layer was
inspired by a model generated previously by first-
principles molecular dynamics [13]. The occurrence of
several in-plane Si-Si dimers and their disordered ar-
rangement give rise to a transition region of two mono-
layers which contains most of the partially oxidized Si
atoms (Fig. 2). Additional Si�3 moieties are found higher
in the oxide. Model C also contains an extra Si atom with
respect to a crystalline monolayer. This atom is in a Si0
186101-2
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FIG. 3. Average excess Si yields for all model structures
considered here vs number of Si atoms distorted by more
than 0:09 �A. The horizontal band corresponds to the experi-
mental result. The line is a guide to the eye.
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state and falls in the middle of the transition region
(Fig. 2) [13].

We performed ion-scattering simulations on our model
structures following the scheme used by Barrett [22], in
which the interactions are described by Molière poten-
tials. The thermal motion was accounted for by displacing
atoms independently and randomly according to a Gauss-
ian distribution [18,23]. For each thermal configura-
tion, the yield was obtained in two steps. First, back-
scattering trajectories were identified by a steepest ascent
procedure which searched for the maximal scattering
angle. Then, the region around the identified trajectories
was uniformly sampled. We used an acceptance aperture
of 20�, sufficiently large to neglect effects occurring very
close to the exit angle of 180� [24]. For the ideal Si
column, we verified that this procedure reproduced docu-
mented results [18].

We assess the accuracy of the adopted simulation
method by addressing Si(100) systems of known struc-
ture. For the clean Si�100�-�2� 1� surface, a recent mea-
surement with ion energies of 0.8 MeV found a Si yield
of 13.4 ML [25], in agreement with our calculated yield
of 13.1 ML. For the Si�100�-�1� 1�:H surface [26],
theory and experiment [18] agree closely over an ex-
tended range of ion energies, showing a maximal error
of 0.5 ML [Fig. 1(b)]. Hence, differences between experi-
ment and simulation are not meaningful when smaller
than �0:5 ML.

The ion-scattering simulations were designed to di-
rectly provide values for �Y. Oxygen atoms and fully
oxidized Si atoms were omitted from the outset in our
simulation, to account for their statistically uniform dis-
tribution. Partially oxidized Si atoms, Si�x with x �
1; 2; 3, were treated in the same way as nonoxidized Si
atoms. To every Si�x, we associated a number of O atoms
equal to x=2, which was then accounted for in the calcu-
lation of �Y, following the experimental definition of �Y.

Excess Si yields were obtained by simulation for vary-
ing ion energies and are compared to measured values
in Fig. 1. The calculated excess Si yields do not vary
significantly with ion energy. We therefore averaged �Y
over ion energy, and obtained 3:0� 0:3 ML from our ex-
perimental data. This value should be compared with
corresponding values of 1:4� 0:1, 2:7� 0:1, and 3:6�
0:2 ML obtained by simulation for models A, B, and C,
respectively. This comparison indicates that the average
yield for model A severely underestimates the experimen-
tal value, effectively ruling out model A as an acceptable
structure for the Si�100�-SiO2 interface. The yields for
models B and C are both consistent with the experimental
yields. Our results suggest that the bonding pattern at the
Si�100�-SiO2 interface is intermediate between those of
models B and C.

The contribution to the excess Si yield from partially
oxidized Si atoms, �Ysubox, is obtained under the well-
justified assumption that these Si atoms do not interfere
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with the scattering at substrate columns. Accounting for
the partial subtraction due to YO=2, we obtain �Ysubox �
0:8 ML for the suboxide distributions in our models
(Fig. 1). Data from different photoemission experiments
give �Ysubox differing from 0.8 ML by at most 0.15 ML
[9,10]. The differences in the calculated �Y for the three
models originate solely from displacements of substrate
Si atoms (Fig. 2). In model A, the O bridges cause signifi-
cant displacements only in the first layer of the substrate
leaving deeper ones unperturbed. In models B and C,
important distortions propagate for several layers into
the substrate.

To further understand the role of particular bonding
configurations, we considered three other models, A0, B0,
and C0, derived by introducing minor variations with
respect to their original counterparts. Model A0 corre-
sponds to an ideally abrupt interface, with the terminat-
ing Si layer consisting of Si�2 moieties bridged by O
atoms and without any other intermediate oxidation state.
Model B0 differs from model A0 by the terminating Si
layer which consists of Si�1 moieties forming in-plane
dimer bonds with each other. Model C0 was obtained from
the same surface template as for model C, with the
omission of the extra Si atom [13].

For models A0, B0, and C0, we obtained average excess
Si yields of 0.9, 1.4, and 2.9 ML, respectively. These
yields are compared in Fig. 3 to those of the previous
models and to the experimental yield. Since the respective
contributions �Ysubox from intermediate oxidation states
(0.75, 0.5, and 0.8 ML) do not vary significantly with
respect to those of the previous models (0.8 ML), the
variations in �Y should mainly be assigned to different
Si displacements. Models A and A0 differ only by their
suboxide distributions, and their yields are found to be
close. The low yields calculated for models A0 and B0

show that ideally abrupt interfaces, either with O bridges
or in-plane Si dimers in the terminating Si layer, are
unable to account for the measured yield. The notice-
able difference between the yields of models B0 and B
results from the oxidized backbonds in model B, which
186101-3
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significantly perturb the Si lattice. The decrease in yield
from model C to model C0 quantifies the effect of an extra
Si atom in the transition region.

For each model, we quantifed the extent of Si displace-
ments by counting the number of Si atoms of the substrate
displaced from regular lattice sites by more than 0:09 �A,
corresponding to the sensitivity of our ion-scattering
experiment. The plot of excess Si yield vs the number of
displaced Si atoms shows a nearly linear trend, indicating
a close correlation. To reproduce the experimental yield of
about 3 ML, the extent of the Si displacements should
match those of models B and C. This level of distortion
is achieved in these models by severely perturbing the
terminating Si layer, either by backbond oxidation
(model B) or by formation of a disordered bonding pattern
(model C). Abruptly terminating Si substrates (models A0

and B0), even when moderately perturbed to accommo-
date intermediate oxidation states (model A), do not
present sufficiently large Si displacements.

In conclusion, from the interpretation of our experi-
mental data, we infer that silicon distortions larger than
0:09 �A are found to propagate from the interface into the
three upper layers of the Si lattice. These distortions are
inconsistent with transition structures showing an or-
dered or nearly ordered pattern of O bridges [14,15],
which could not be ruled out solely on the basis of
photoemission data. This is because ion-scattering
probes the silicon side of the interface, in contrast with
photoemission which is mainly sensitive to the oxide
side. The Si distortion reported here may affect elec-
tronic transport close to the interface and contribute
to lowering the inversion-layer mobility as compared
to its bulk value [27].
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