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GAN-BASED NITRIC OXIDE SENSORS AND
METHODS OF MAKING AND USING THE
SAME

CROSS-REFERENCE TO RELATED
APPLICATION

The present application is based on and claims domestic
priority benefits under 35 USC §119(e) from U.S. Provisional
Application Ser. No. 60/857,502 filed on Nov. 8, 2006, the
entire content of which is expressly incorporated hereinto by
reference.

STATEMENT REGARDING FEDERALLY
SPONSORED RESEARCH

This invention was made with U.S. Government support
awarded by the Office of Naval Research, Grant No. N00014-
05-1-0316-P000. The United States has certain rights in this
invention.

FIELD OF THE TECHNOLOGY

The technology herein relates generally to GaN-based
nitric oxide (NO) active sensors. In preferred forms, the tech-
nology relates to GaN-based heterostructure field-effect tran-
sistors (HFETs), specifically AlGaN—GaN HFETs, with sur-
face functional groups tailored for specificity to NO and
S—NO species.

BACKGROUND OF THE TECHNOLOGY

Biological and chemical sensor systems are of great impor-
tance for monitoring medical and environmental conditions
and warfare threats. While great strides have been made in
sensor technology over recent years, sensors are still too
large, unreliable and expensive for widespread and easy use.

Over a decade ago nitric oxide (NO) was named molecule
of the year by the editors of Science because of its many
diverse roles in the environment, biochemistry and defense-
related fields. Subsequent research on NO has further
enhanced interest in this molecule and important chemical
processes, and revealed the need for more accurate and robust
NO sensors. NO and S—NO species sensors capable of long-
term, continuous operation in field environments for environ-
mental sensor applications and in vivo for biomedical appli-
cations are of great interest. Such sensors have the potential to
significantly impact treatment and diagnosis of disease and
the well-being of the global environment.

The concept of a derivatized surface to promote specificity
to target analytes, if engineered properly, is envisioned to
minimize non-specific binding events at the sensor surface
and eliminate the requirement of an analyte selective mem-
brane. While functional groups could be chosen for selective
sensing (such as detection of NO), a reduction in spurious
surface chemical events would limit signal noise levels and
provide greater sensitivity. Of scientific interest would be
verification of specificity and reduced noise levels.

GaN-based devices are anticipated to offer greater sensi-
tivity as an active transduction platform. HFET devices are
generally characterized by a well-defined two-dimensional
electron gas (2DEG) layer formed in the near region of two
coincident, epitaxial semiconductors. The induced polariza-
tion at this interface for I1I-N heterojunctions leads to charge
densities as high as 10*® cm™2. An interesting consequence of
the HFET design is the dependency of the 2DEG properties
on the surface electronic or charge state. Because of this
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surface charge coupling I11-V gateless HFET devices, includ-
ing AlGaN/GaN, have been shown to be sensitive to the
adsorption of molecules. The surface charge coupling is an
intrinsic device property for III-N heterostructures, due to
their polarization characteristics, while it is an extrinsic prop-
erty of most other I11-V HFETs. While this has led to concerns
over electronic device instability, harnessing responses to
adsorbed species has direct implications in sensor technol-
ogy.

GaN has emerged in the last decade as an important semi-
conductor for a range of applications, from visible to UV
emitters to microwave power amplifiers. In comparison to
other more advanced semiconductor systems, such as Si and
GaAs, GaN offers significant advantages for sensing, includ-
ing its’ robustness and relatively strong surface-coupled FET
drain current. It is expected that functionalized surfaces of
GaN-based sensors can be engineered to target almost any
specific analyte for chemical or biological application.”

AlGaN/GaN HEMT devices have recently shown utility in
sensor applications indicating these devices to be pH-respon-
sive ("OH and H* sensitive) and sensitive to polar liquids,
including methanol, propanol, water, and acetone. Acetone
showed the greatest response which was attributed to its high
dipole moment. To foster selectivity to target analytes,
AlGaN/GaN HFETs have been integrated with lipid bilayer
membranes as well. In comparison, passivation and chemical
functionalization of AlGaAs/GaAs HFET devices have been
studied to promote electrical and materials stability, with
recent efforts targeting biosensor applications. Interestingly,
AlGaAs/GaAs HFETs have been evaluated for sensor
response to NO in order to exploit its high carrier mobility
(See U.S. Pat. No. 6,433,356 and US Published Patent Appli-
cation No. 2004/0072360, the entire content of each being
expressly incorporated hereinto by reference). U.S. Pat. No.
6,647,796 (the entire content of which is expressly incorpo-
rated hereinto by reference) discloses an integrated microsen-
sor which includes a bowed micromachined membrane
coupledto a substrateto provide a strain-FET comprised of an
AlGaN/GaN heterostructure.

Covalent attachment of iron-porphyrin (Hemin) molecules
to GaAs and the corresponding functionalized sensor
response have also been reported. Sensitivity to 1 pM NO in
physiological aqueous solutions (pH 7.4) at room tempera-
ture was observed. In addition, the functional groups were
reported to enhance GaAs material stability. Yet, concerns
over the presence of arsenic for biomedical sensing applica-
tions and the existence of Fermi level pinning, which masks
sensing response, have been problematic. Materials stability
is a major consideration in aqueous sensing environments
where surface instabilities and oxide dissolution can mitigate
sensor performance.

GaN’s high 2DEG conductivity, extreme corrosion resis-
tance, and strong surface state coupling to the 2DEG (with
minimal Fermi level pinning) make for an ideal FET-based
sensor platform. Additionally the polarization charge on the
surface of the HFET can induce accelerated functionalization
and allow for a wide range of molecules to be adsorbed to the
surface for selective and sensitive detection of NO. This con-
trollable surface charge distinguishes a GaN-based sensor
from one that is GaAs-based. It is our intention to function-
alize the GaN surface with molecular groups that offer a host
of engineering options for tailorable sensing capability. Fur-
thermore, the materials structure of the device can be
designed to operate in enhancement-mode, which will allow
for more contrasting detection of NO. The device could also
be designed to incorporate Saville and Saville-like detection
of S—NO species. This selectivity is desirable for an NO
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sensor if the hemin molecule can be functionalized to the GaN
surface. The addition of a semi-permeable membrane such as
Nafion over the gate region could also enhance the selectivity
of this device by preventing molecules such as NO, from
reaching the active surface layer. This would enable the
device to be utilized in a variety of environments with the
ability to “filter out” other possible analyte responses.
Adsorbed NO by the hemin molecule has been shown to
decrease the surface potential of GaAs, which caused an
increase in current throughout the device. An optimized
AlGaN/GaN device is expected have higher surface sensitiv-
ity than GaAs-based devices, allowing for more precise mea-
surements and more reliable signals at lower concentrations
of NO. AlGaN/GaN has roughly five times greater carrier
density within the 2DEG compared to AlGaAs/GaAs HEMT
devices. Interestingly, the AlGaAs/GaAs sensors have been
shown to be reversible when exposed to a 10 ns 532 nm laser
pulse. This visible wavelength could transmit through the
backside of the GaN device because of its transparency, con-
ceivably providing a means to periodically refresh the sensor.

SUMMARY OF THE TECHNOLOGY

According to the technology disclosed herein, GaN-based
heterojunction field effect transistor (HFET) sensors are pro-
vided with engineered, functional surfaces that act as pseudo-
gates, modifying the drain current upon analyte capture. The
transduction platform is an active device that may be tuned for
responsivity and sensitivity. NO and S—NO species play an
important role in many biological processes including their
relevancy to immune, antimicrobial, smooth tissue relaxant,
and neuronal bioactivities. (As used herein and in the accom-
panying claims, the phrase “NO-species” is intended to refer
to both NO per se as well as S—NO.)

NO-sensing devices in accordance with the technology
disclosed herein have benefits across many research and
application domains, for example from the study of chemical
reactions in the biological realm to monitoring the levels of
analytes in aqueous habitat environments. While silicon-
based biosensors have paved the way for ideas and applica-
tions based on other materials, semiconductors with
enhanced materials properties are of great interest for study
and further application.

According to some aspects of the invention, a device for
sensing nitric oxide (NO) species in a NO-containing fluid
(e.g., liquids and gases) is provided which comprises a semi-
conductor structure that includes a pair of separated GaN
layers and an AlGaN layer interposed between and in contact
with the GaN layers. Source and drain contact regions are
formed on one of the GaN layers, and an exposed GaN gate
region is formed between the source and drain contact regions
for contact with the NO-containing fluid. The semiconductor
structure most preferably is formed on a suitable substrate
(e.g., SiC).

An insulating layer may be provided so as to cover the
semiconductor structure. The insulating layer will have a
window formed therein so as to maintain exposure of the GaN
gate region and thereby allow the gate region to contact the
NO-containing fluid. Electrical contact pads are preferably
provided in some embodiments so as to be in electrical con-
tact with the source and drain contact regions, respectively.
Electrical leads may thus be connected to the contact pads.

According to other embodiments, the NO detection device
will include a metalloporphyrin adsorbed on the GaN gate
region. If present, the metalloporphyrin is preferably a por-
phyrin containing as a central metal atom Fe, Co, Ni, Zn, Mk,
Cu, Ru, V, Pb or Cr.
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According to one presently preferred embodiment, a
device is provided for the detection of nitric oxide (NO)
species in response to being brought into contact with a NO-
containing fluid, the device comprising a multilayer semicon-
ductor structure which includes (i) a substrate, (ii) a GaN base
layer formed on the substrate, (iii) an AlGaN layer formed on
the GaN base layer, and (iv) a GaN detecting layer formed on
the AlGaN layer; metallized source and drain contact regions
formed on the GaN detecting layer; and electrical contact
pads in electrical contact with the metallized source and drain
contact regions, respectively, wherein the source and drain
contact regions establish therebetween a gate region of the
GaN detecting layer which is capable of being contacted by
the NO-containing fluid to allow detection of the NO species
therein.

According to other aspects of the invention, methods of
detecting NO-species are provided which contemplate bring-
ing a device as briefly described above into contact with a
NO-containing fluid, and detecting NO-species in response to
changes in adsorbed charge surface potential at the GaN gate
region.

Other aspects of the invention include methods of making
a device for detection of nitric oxide (NO) species in a NO-
containing fluid. In this regard, the methods preferably com-
prise the steps of (a) forming a multilayer semiconductor
structure to sequentially include a GaN base layer formed on
the substrate, an AlGaN layer formed on the GaN base layer,
and a GaN detecting layer formed on the AlGaN layer; (b)
forming metallized source and drain contact regions on the
GaN detecting layer and to establish therebetween a gate
region of the GaN detecting layer which is capable of being
contacted by the NO-containing fluid to allow detection of the
NO species therein; and (¢) forming electrical contact pads in
electrical contact with the metallized source and drain contact
regions, respectively.

These and other features and advantages will be better and
more completely understood by referring to the following
detailed description of exemplary non-limiting illustrative
embodiments in conjunction with the drawings

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

The accompanying drawings further illustrate the technol-
ogy disclosed herein, in which:

FIG. 1 is a schematic of an exemplary illustrative non-
limiting functionalized GaN—A1GaN HFET;

FIG. 2 is an exemplary non-limiting illustration of charge
distribution for GaN-based HFET in solution;

FIG. 3 is a conceptual illustration of an exemplary illustra-
tive non-limiting gateless FET design; and

FIG. 4 is an exemplary illustrative non-limiting gateless
FET design.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

A cross-section of the HFET structure in accordance with
the technology disclosed herein is shown in FIG. 1, with a
conceptual view of the NO sensing via the hemin molecule. In
this regard, it should be noted that the benzoic acid molecule
acts as a spacer for the hemin molecules to prevent polymer-
ization without obstruction of the Fe binding site on hemin to
NO.

The effective operation of the GaN sensor requires design
and optimization of the heterostructure layer. The charge
distribution of an AlGaN—GaN HFET sensor exposed to an
electrolyte is shown in FIG. 2. The potential at the device
surface in such a structure establishes the potential through-
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out the structure as the boundary condition. The sensing
mechanism rests upon changes in the adsorbed charge and the
surface potential. The change in charge can be understood to
be exactly as stated: Absorption of analyte onto the surface or
a modification of the charge environment on or near the
surface, such as the molecular dipole moment change upon
NO binding. Recent work by Bayer, et. al. '* shows that
modeling can be used to maximize the sensitivity of the
structure to surface charge perturbations. Furthermore this
sensor design could be readily incorporated with a reference
electrode and a counter electrode for electrochemical detec-
tion of NO, operating similarly to an ion-selective FET (IS-
FET).

It is important to point out that the sensitivity is strongly
dependent upon the distance between the adsorbed charge
and the 2DEG. For example, in FIG. 2 discussed above a
leaky oxide allows charge to migrate closer to the channel and
hence sensitivity is increased. In addition, it has been found
that a N-polar device is preferred if ideal due to the ability to
place the 2DEG within a few 10 s of nm from the surface. In
this case, the 2DEG concentration is changed from 1-10x
10*2 ¢cm™ for a change of 40x10'* cm™ surface charge
change. Layers above the 2DEG are therefore provided to
enhance the coupling between surface charge and potential
modification and 2DEG change. Since a metal gate is notused
in accordance with the devices embodying the invention,
layer designs allow for more complex structures to peak fields
near the surface and maximize the sensitivity.

In addition the surface electronic state perturbation may be
enhanced through the choice of specific functional group.
One approach is simply to explore different porphyrin spe-
cies, preferably metalloporphyrins, such as porphyrins con-
taining as a central metal atom Fe, co, Ni, Zn, Mk, Cu, Ru, V,
Pb or Cr. Such metalloporphyrins may be adsorbed onto the
surface of the GaN gate region to enhance selective detection
of NO. For example, it is known that Ni and Fe porphyrins
have the highest sensitivities to NO. This high sensitivity
could reduce other analyte detection to noise, allowing for the
selective detection of NO. Selectivity could also be enhanced
with integrated sensors that target other analytes that would
be expected in a given system (to filter out that signal from
NO).

One can consider the inorganic-organic interface between
the semiconductor and the porphyrin group via a frontier
molecular orbital model The attached molecule is engineered
from two perspectives—the surface binding group facilitates
the electronic and chemical interaction between the molecule
and surface, and the headgroup, in this case the porphyrin, is
engineered for analyte capture and identification. The work
function of the semiconductor surface changes due to the
dipole moment of the molecule via an electron affinity change
or band-bending change or both. These effects can be exam-
ined through combinations of FTIR (Fourier Transform Infra-
red spectroscopy) for characterizing bonding, EFM (electron
force microscopy) to measure work function, and surface
photovoltage to determine the role of band-bending in surface
electronic changes. The electron affinity is directly modified
by dipoles on the surface with changes correlated to the dipole
moment. Changes in the work function depend on dipole
moment, surface coverage of molecules and tilt of molecules
relative to the semiconductor surface. The band-bending is
governed by net charge density and the position and density of
surface states. We will explore the band line-ups of the surface
layers and the molecular orbitals and optimize for maximized
electronic coupling between the molecule and the semicon-
ductor.
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AlGaN/GaN HEMT structures may advantageously be
deposited using rf plasma assisted molecular beam epitaxy
(MBE). Mesa-etching may be used to electrically isolate sen-
sor devices. Subsequent source-drain contact metallizations
(Ti/AU/Ni/Au) may be deposited through photolithography.
And, a passivation layer may be deposited followed by pat-
terned Au leads extending to the edge of the substrate for
wire-bonding to a printed circuit board. A passivation over-
layer may finally be deposited, and the gate region exposed
through a combination of dry and wet etching. FIG. 3 shows
a schematic cross-section and plan view image of an AlGaN/
GaN HEMT sensor embodying the present invention.

FIG. 4 shows a plan view image of an AlGaN/GaN HEMT
sensor and the corresponding process flow diagram for micro-
fabricating such devices. As depicted, a GaN layer is depos-
ited on a suitable substrate (SiC) by MBE techniques, fol-
lowed successively by MBE deposition of an AlGaN layer
and a GaN layer. The resulting structure is mesa etched to
definea HEMT. Photolithography and metallization of source
and drain regions (Ti/Al/Ni/Au) may then be fabricated onto
desired locations of the GaN layer.

A layer of a Si0, insulator may then be applied over the
structure. The insulator layer is provided with exposed
regions over the source and drain contacts. Subsequent pho-
tolithography and metallization of metal (preferably Au)
establish metal contact pads and leads from the source and
drain contacts (and Ag/AgCl reference electrode). A final
insulator layer (e.g., of Si0,) is thereafter deposited over the
metallized leads. The final insulator layer is then etched (e.g.,
using conventional we and dry etching techniques) so as to
expose a gate region of the GaN layer.

The thus fabricated device may then be operatively asso-
ciated with a system to provide sensing of NO and/or S—NO
analyte species. That is, the fabricated device may be brought
into contact with a fluid source containing NO and/or S—NO
to allow detection of the same.

While the technology herein has been described in connec-
tion with exemplary illustrative non-limiting implementa-
tions, the invention is not to be limited by the disclosure. The
invention is intended to be defined by the claims and to cover
all corresponding and equivalent arrangements whether or
not specifically disclosed herein.
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What is claimed is:
1. An HFET device for sensing nitric oxide (NO) species in
a NO-containing fluid comprising a semiconductor structure
which includes:
a pair of separated GaN layers and an AlGaN layer inter-
posed between and in contact with the GaN layers;
source and drain contact regions formed on one ofthe GaN
layers; and
an exposed GaN gate region formed between the source
and drain contact regions for contact with the NO-con-
taining fluid, the GaN gate region comprising a porphy-
rin.
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2. A device as in claim 1, wherein the semiconductor struc-
ture comprises a substrate.
3. A device as in claim 1, further comprising an insulating
layer covering the semiconductor structure and having a win-
dow to maintain exposure of the GaN gate region comprising
a porphyrin for contact with a NO-containing fluid.
4. A device as in claim 1, further comprising electrical
contact pads in electrical contact with the source and drain
contact regions, respectively.
5. A device as in claim 4, further comprising leads con-
nected to the contact pads.
6. A device as in claim 1, wherein the porphyrin comprises
a metalloporphyrin.
7. A device as in claim 6, wherein the metalloporphyrin
comprises at least one of Fe, Co, Ni, Zn, Mn, Cu, Ru, V, Pb
and Cr.
8. An HFET device for detection of nitric oxide (NO)
species in response to being brought into contact with a NO-
containing fluid, the device comprising:
a multilayer semiconductor structure which includes (i) a
substrate, (ii) a GaN base layer formed on the substrate,
(iii) an AlGaN layer formed on the GaN base layer, (iv)
a GaN layer formed on the AlGaN layer, and (v) a
porphyrin layer formed on the GaN layer;
metallized source and drain contact regions formed on the
GaN layer; and

electrical contact pads in electrical contact with the metal-
lized source and drain contact regions, respectively,
wherein

the source and drain contact regions establish therebe-

tween a gate region of the GaN layer with a porphyrin
layer formed thereon which is capable of being con-
tacted by the NO-containing fluid to allow detection of
the NO species therein.

9. A device as in claim 8, wherein the porphyrin layer
comprises a metalloporphyrin.

10. A device as in claim 9, wherein the metalloporphyrin
comprises at least one of Fe, Co, Ni, Zn, Mn, Cu, Ru, V, Pb
and Cr.

11. A method of detecting NO-species comprising bring-
ing a device as in claim 1 or 8 into contact with a NO-
containing fluid, and detecting NO-species in response to
changes in adsorbed charge surface potential at the GaN gate
region.

12. The device as in claim 1, wherein the GaN gate region
additionally comprises a benzoic acid molecule.

13. The device as in claim 8, wherein the GaN layer addi-
tionally comprises a benzoic acid molecule.
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