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(57) ABSTRACT

The present invention discloses a magnetic field sensing
device and method. The magnetic field sensing device
includes a pinned layer with a first magnetization direction,
an analyzer with a second magnetization direction, wherein
the first and the second magnetization directions form an
angle, and a sensing layer of magnetic material, located
between the analyzer and the pinned layer. The magnetic
field sensing method includes: providing a pinned layer with
a first magnetization direction, providing an analyzer with a
second magnetization direction, wherein the first and the
second magnetization directions form an angle, and provid-
ing a sensing layer of magnetic material, located between the
analyzer and the pinned layer.

11 Claims, 5 Drawing Sheets
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1
MAGNETIC FIELD SENSING DEVICE AND
METHOD

CROSS-REFERENCE TO RELATED
APPLICATION AND CLAIM OF PRIORITY

This application claims the benefit of Taiwan Patent
Application No. 102143905, filed on Nov. 29, 2013, at the
Taiwan Intellectual Property Office, the entire disclosure of
which is incorporated herein by reference.

FIELD OF THE INVENTION

The invention relates to a magnetic field sensing device
and method, and more particularly to a magnetic tunnel
junction sensor and a method utilizing a magnetic tunnel
junction to sense a magnetic field.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

Two structures were previously proposed for magnetic
field sensors utilizing magnetic tunnel junctions. One struc-
ture measures the external magnetic field in the horizontal
direction, and the other measures the external magnetic field
in the vertical direction, as shown in FIGS. 1A and 1B
respectively. The magnetic field sensors in FIGS. 1A and 1B
both include a reference layer (also called pinned layer) 110,
a spacer 120, a sensing layer (also called free layer) 130, and
the magnetization directions of the reference layer 110 and
the sensing layer 130 are mutually perpendicular under zero
external magnetic field. M represents the magnetization
vector of the sensing layer 130. To measure the external
magnetic field H_, in the horizontal direction (the xz-plane),
the direction of the magnetization vector M,, of the reference
layer 110 of the magnetic field sensor in FIG. 1A is along the
horizontal direction (x axis in the figure), and the easy axis
140 of the sensing layer 130 is along the y (vertical coor-
dinate) direction. The external magnetic field H,, pushes M
away from the easy axis 140 between the parallel (P) and
anti-parallel (AP) configurations, producing an output tunnel
magnetoresistance (TMR) signal, which is read out with the
aid of M,,. To measure the external magnetic field H,,, in the
vertical direction, the direction of the magnetization vector
M,, of the reference layer 110 of the magnetic field sensor in
FIG. 1B is along the y direction, and the easy axis 150 of the
sensing layer 130 is along the x direction. Similarly, the
external magnetic field H__, in the vertical direction pushes
M away from the easy axis 150 between the parallel (P) and
anti-parallel (AP) configurations, producing an output TMR
signal, which is read out with the aid of M,,. It is very
inconvenient practically, because two different structures are
needed to measure the horizontal component and the vertical
component of the same magnetic field.

In order to overcome the drawbacks in the prior art, a
magnetic field sensing device and method is disclosed. The
purpose of the present invention is to provide a magnetic
field sensing device and method that can detect an external
magnetic field in both the horizontal and vertical directions
with one structure, which is practically convenient. The
particular design in the present invention not only solves the
problems described above, but also is easy to implement.
Thus, the present invention has utility for the industry.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

In accordance with one aspect of the present invention, a
magnetic field sensor is disclosed. The magnetic field sensor

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

60

65

2

includes: a pinned layer having a first magnetization direc-
tion; an analyzing layer having a second magnetization
direction, wherein the first magnetization direction and the
second magnetization direction form an angle; and a mag-
netic sensing layer configured between the pinned layer and
the analyzing layer.

In accordance with another aspect of the present inven-
tion, a magnetic field sensor is disclosed. The magnetic field
sensor includes: a pinned layer having a first magnetization
direction; an analyzing layer having a second magnetization
direction; and a sensing layer configured between the pinned
layer and the analyzing layer, and having an easy axis,
wherein the second magnetization direction and the easy
axis form an angle.

In accordance with another aspect of the present inven-
tion, a magnetic field sensing device is disclosed. The
magnetic field sensing device includes: a magnetic field
sensor detecting a magnitude and a direction of a magnetic
field on a horizontal plane and a magnitude of the magnetic
field in a vertical direction; and a current changing device
electrically connected to the magnetic field sensor, wherein
when the current changing device is in a first working state,
the magnetic field sensor measures on the horizontal plane,
and when the current changing device is in a second working
state, the magnetic field sensor measures in the vertical
direction.

In accordance with another aspect of the present inven-
tion, a magnetic field sensing method is disclosed. The
magnetic field sensing method includes: providing a pinned
layer having a first magnetization direction; providing an
analyzing layer having a second magnetization direction,
wherein the first magnetization direction and the second
magnetization direction form an angle; and providing a
magnetic sensing layer configured between the pinned layer
and the analyzing layer.

In accordance with another aspect of the present inven-
tion, a magnetic field sensing method is disclosed. The
magnetic field sensing method includes: providing a pinned
layer having a first magnetization direction; providing an
analyzing layer having a second magnetization direction;
and providing a sensing layer configured between the pinned
layer and the analyzing layer, and having an easy axis,
wherein the second magnetization direction and the easy
axis form an angle.

In accordance with another aspect of the present inven-
tion, a magnetic field sensing method is disclosed. The
magnetic field sensing method includes: providing a mag-
netic field sensor measuring a magnitude and detecting a
direction of a magnetic field on a horizontal plane and a
magnitude of the magnetic field in a vertical direction; and
electrically connecting a current changing device to the
magnetic field sensor, wherein when the current changing
device is in a first working state, the magnetic field sensor
measures on the horizontal plane, and when the current
changing device is in a second working state, the magnetic
field sensor measures in the vertical direction.

Therefore, the present invention discloses a magnetic field
sensing device and method that can detect the external
magnetic field in both the horizontal and vertical directions
with one structure, which is practically convenient.

The aspects and advantages of the present invention will
become more readily apparent to those ordinarily skilled in
the art after reviewing the following detailed descriptions
and accompanying drawings.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG. 1A and FIG. 1B show the previously proposed
magnetic field sensors utilizing magnetic tunnel junctions in
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the prior art, in which there are two structures, one structure
measures the external magnetic field in the horizontal direc-
tion, and the other measures the external magnetic field in
the vertical direction, as shown in FIGS. 1A and 1B respec-
tively.

FIG. 2 shows an embodiment of a magnetic field sensor
of the present invention.

FIG. 3 shows the angle of the easy axis as a function of
the spin torque magnitude a; caused by the spin-polarized
current density j when the thickness of the magnetic sensing
layer of a magnetic field sensor of the present invention is
1.59 nm.

FIG. 4 shows an example of the relationship between the
tunnel magnetoresistance (ITMR) of a magnetic field sensor
of the present invention and the magnitude of the external
magnetic field in the vertical direction H .

FIG. 5 shows an example of the relationship between the
nonlinearity percentage of the magnetic field sensor and the
magnitude of the external magnetic field in the vertical
direction H .

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE
PREFERRED EMBODIMENT

The present invention will now be described more spe-
cifically with reference to the following embodiments. It is
to be noted that the following descriptions of preferred
embodiments of this invention are presented herein for
purposes of illustration and description only; they are not
intended to be exhaustive or to be limited to the precise form
disclosed.

While the present invention is described with reference to
the preferred embodiments and examples, it is to be under-
stood that these examples are intended to be illustrative
rather than in a limiting sense. It is contemplated that
modifications and combinations will readily occur to those
skilled in the art, and these modifications and combinations
are within the spirit of this invention.

In addition, the present invention can be fully understood
from the descriptions of the following embodiments, allow-
ing persons skilled in the art to carry it out accordingly, but
the following embodiments of the invention are set forth
without any loss of generality to and without imposing
limitations upon the claimed invention.

Please refer to FIG. 2, which shows an embodiment of a
magnetic field sensor 200 of the present invention. The
magnetic field sensor 200 includes: a pinned layer 210, a
first spacer 220, a magnetic sensing layer 230, a second
spacer 240 and an analyzing layer 250. The magnetization
direction of the pinned layer 210 is in the z direction (a
horizontal direction). The magnetization directions of the
analyzing layer 250 and the pinned layer 210 form an angle
on the horizontal plane. Preferably, the angle is 90°, as
shown in FIG. 2, in which the magnetization direction of the
analyzing layer 250 is in the x direction. The magnetization
directions of the pinned layer 210 and the analyzing layer
250 are basically fixed; i.e., they do not change with the
external magnetic field.

The magnetic field sensor 200 can utilize a current
changing device, which is electrically connected to the
magnetic field sensor. The current changing device has two
working states. When the current changing device is in a first
working state, the magnetic field sensor can measure the
magnitude and direction of the magnetic field on the hori-
zontal plane, and when the current changing device is in a
second working state, the magnetic field sensor can measure
the magnetic field in the vertical direction. Preferably, the
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current changing device provides a direct current flowing
through the magnetic field sensor. The direct current
becomes a spin-polarized current when it flows through the
pinned layer. The current density of the spin-polarized
current is j. When the current changing device is in the first
working state, j is zero and the easy axis of the magnetic
sensing layer 230 is in the y direction (the vertical direction,
perpendicular to the horizontal plane), and thus the magnetic
field in the horizontal direction H can be measured. When
the current changing device is in the second working state,
j is not zero and the easy axis of the magnetic sensing layer
230 rotates (i.e., changes angle) on the xy-plane with the
change of j. When the angle between the easy axis of the
magnetic sensing layer 230 and the horizontal plane is not
90°, the magnetic field in the vertical direction H, can be
measured. When the external magnetic field pushes the
magnetization vector of the magnetic sensing layer 230
away from the easy axis, the angle 6 between the magneti-
zation vector of the magnetic sensing layer 230 and the
magnetization direction of the analyzing layer 250 changes
with the magnitude of the external magnetic field, thus
changing the tunnel magnetoresistance (TMR).

FIG. 3 shows the angle of the easy axis as a function of
the spin torque magnitude a; caused by j, when the thickness
of the magnetic sensing layer 230 is 1.59 nm. The relation-
ship is symmetric with respect to the y axis, and the
maximum angle of the easy axis is related to the thickness
of the magnetic sensing layer 230. In the example shown in
FIG. 3, the maximum angle of the easy axis is about 120°,
and the angle of the easy axis changes between about 90°
and about 120°. The direction of the spin-polarized current
density j can be reversed, with the characteristics of the
magnetic field sensor the same.

For reliable magnetic field sensors, especially those mea-
suring the earth’s magnetic field, high sensitivity, linear
response and being free of hysteresis in a small field sensing
range are required. FIG. 4 shows an example of the rela-
tionship between the tunnel magnetoresistance (ITMR) of the
magnetic field sensor 200 and the magnitude of the external
magnetic field in the vertical direction H,. There is no
hysteresis in FIG. 4. The figure shows how the tunnel
magnetoresistance of the magnetic field sensor changes with
H, for two different as caused by different spin-polarized
currents. The slope in the graph represents the sensitivity of
the magnetic field sensor when measuring an external mag-
netic field in the vertical direction. Usually the higher the
spin-polarized current density is, the higher the sensitivity.

FIG. 5 shows an example of the relationship between the
nonlinearity percentage of the magnetic field sensor and the
magnitude of the external magnetic field in the vertical
direction H, for two different a;s caused by different spin-
polarized currents. It is usually considered tolerable for the
nonlinearity percentage to be within £1%. It is seen from the
figure that the response of the magnetic field sensor may be
closer to being linear when the spin-polarized current den-
sity is smaller. Therefore a balance has to be reached
between the sensitivity and linearity, but a reasonably good
magnetic field sensor can be obtained for an external mag-
netic field in the vertical direction based on the scheme of
the present invention, while when the spin-polarized current
is zero, the easy axis of the magnetic sensing layer 230 is in
the vertical direction, and linear output TMR signal is
produced for external magnetic field in the horizontal direc-
tion.

Therefore, the present invention discloses a very conve-
nient magnetic field sensing device and magnetic field
sensing method, which allow the detection of external
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magnetic fields in both the horizontal and vertical directions
with one structure. With zero spin-polarized current, the
magnetic field in the horizontal direction can be measured,
and with the spin-polarized current applied, the magnetic
field in the vertical direction can be measured.

The first spacer and the second spacer are non-magnetic
layers, preferably, of one of a metal material and an oxide
material, e.g., magnesium oxide or aluminum oxide. Metals
allow the conduction of current, but non-metallic materials
can result in higher sensitivity for the magnetic field sensor.
Nevertheless, the non-metallic layer has to be very thin for
the current to pass through.

Preferably, the pinned layer, the magnetic sensing layer
and the analyzing layer are metallic magnetic layers.

Preferably, the thicknesses of the pinned layer, the mag-
netic sensing layer and the analyzing layer are different. The
easy axis or magnetization direction of the magnetic sensing
layer has to change direction with the change of the spin-
polarized current or external magnetic field. This is more
easily achieved with a thicker layer. Nevertheless, the thick-
ness should not exceed the critical thickness, or otherwise
the easy axis would be parallel to the xz-plane.

The magnetization directions of the pinned layer and the
analyzing layer can be respectively determined by a first
pinning layer adjacent to the pinned layer, and a second
pinning layer adjacent to the analyzing layer. Preferably, the
first and the second pinning layers are antiferromagnetic
layers.

Embodiments

1. A magnetic field sensor comprises a pinned layer
having a first magnetization direction; an analyzing
layer having a second magnetization direction, wherein
the first magnetization direction and the second mag-
netization direction form an angle; and a magnetic
sensing layer configured between the pinned layer and
the analyzing layer.

2. The magnetic field sensor of Embodiment 1 further
comprises a first spacer and a second spacer, wherein
the first spacer is configured between the pinned layer
and the magnetic sensing layer, the second spacer is
configured between the magnetic sensing layer and the
analyzing layer, the magnetic sensing layer has an easy
axis, there is a spin-polarized current when the spin-
polarized current is zero, the easy axis is in a vertical
direction perpendicular to both the first magnetization
direction and the second magnetization direction, and
when the spin-polarized current is not zero, the easy
axis changes with the spin-polarized current so an angle
between the easy axis and the vertical direction changes
on a plane determined by the second magnetization
direction and the vertical direction.

3. The magnetic field sensor of any one of Embodiments
1-2, wherein the first spacer and the second spacer are
non-magnetic layers of one of a metal material and an
oxide material.

4. The magnetic field sensor of any one of Embodiments
1-3, wherein the pinned layer, the magnetic sensing
layer and the analyzing layer are metallic magnetic
layers.

5. The magnetic field sensor of any one of Embodiments
1-4 further comprises a first and a second pinning
layers, wherein the first and the second magnetization
directions of the pinned layer and the analyzing layer
are respectively determined by the first pinning layer
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adjacent to the pinned layer, and the second pinning
layer adjacent to the analyzing layer.

6. The magnetic field sensor of any one of Embodiments

1-5, wherein the first and the second pinning layers are
antiferromagnetic layers.

7. A magnetic field sensor comprises a pinned layer

having a first magnetization direction; an analyzing
layer having a second magnetization direction; and a
sensing layer configured between the pinned layer and
the analyzing layer, and having an easy axis, wherein
the second magnetization direction and the easy axis
form an angle.

8. A magnetic field sensing device comprises a magnetic

field sensor detecting a magnitude and a direction of a
magnetic field on a horizontal plane and a magnitude of
the magnetic field in a vertical direction; and a current
changing device electrically connected to the magnetic
field sensor, wherein when the current changing device
is in a first working state, the magnetic field sensor
measures on the horizontal plane, and when the current
changing device is in a second working state, the
magnetic field sensor measures in the vertical direction.

9. The magnetic field sensing device of Embodiment 8,

wherein the magnetic field sensor has a magnetic
sensing layer, a pinned layer and an analyzing layer, the
magnetic sensing layer is configured between the
pinned layer and the analyzing layer, the magnetic
sensing layer has an easy axis, the current changing
device provides a direct current flowing through the
magnetic field sensor, the direct current becomes a
spin-polarized current when it flows through the pinned
layer, the spin-polarized current is zero and the easy
axis is in the vertical direction when the current chang-
ing device is in the first working state, and the spin-
polarized current is not zero and the easy axis forms an
angle with the vertical direction on a plane determined
by a first horizontal direction and the vertical direction
according to the spin-polarized current when the cur-
rent changing device is in the second working state.

10. The magnetic field sensing device of Embodiment 8 or
9, wherein the analyzing layer has a first magnetization
direction in the first horizontal direction, and the pinned
layer has a second magnetization direction forming an
angle with the first magnetization direction.

11. A magnetic field sensing method comprises providing
a pinned layer having a first magnetization direction;
providing an analyzing layer having a second magne-
tization direction, wherein the first magnetization direc-
tion and the second magnetization direction form an
angle; and providing a magnetic sensing layer config-
ured between the pinned layer and the analyzing layer.

12. A magnetic field sensing method comprises providing
a pinned layer having a first magnetization direction;
providing an analyzing layer having a second magne-
tization direction; and providing a sensing layer con-
figured between the pinned layer and the analyzing
layer, and having an easy axis, wherein the second
magnetization direction and the easy axis form an
angle.

13. A magnetic field sensing method comprises providing
a magnetic field sensor measuring a magnitude and
detecting a direction of a magnetic field on a horizontal
plane and a magnitude of the magnetic field in a vertical
direction; and electrically connecting a current chang-
ing device to the magnetic field sensor, wherein when
the current changing device is in a first working state,
the magnetic field sensor measures on the horizontal
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plane, and when the current changing device is in a
second working state, the magnetic field sensor mea-
sures in the vertical direction.

While the invention has been described in terms of what
is presently considered to be the most practical and preferred
embodiments, it is to be understood that the invention needs
not be limited to the disclosed embodiments. Therefore, it is
intended to cover various modifications and similar configu-
ration included within the spirit and scope of the appended
claims, which are to be accorded with the broadest inter-
pretation so as to encompass all such modifications and
similar structures.

What is claimed is:

1. A magnetic field sensor for measuring an external
magnetic field, comprising:

a pinned layer having a first magnetization direction;

an analyzing layer having a second magnetization direc-

tion, wherein the second magnetization direction is free
from changing with the external magnetic field, and the
first magnetization direction and the second magneti-
zation direction form a coordinate system for a hori-
zontal plane parallel to the pinned layer; and

a magnetic sensing layer configured between the pinned

layer and the analyzing layer.

2. The magnetic field sensor as claimed in claim 1, further
comprising a first spacer and a second spacer, wherein the
first spacer is configured between the pinned layer and the
magnetic sensing layer, the second spacer is configured
between the magnetic sensing layer and the analyzing layer,
the magnetic sensing layer has an easy axis, there is a
spin-polarized current when the spin-polarized current is
zero, the easy axis is in a vertical direction perpendicular to
both the first magnetization direction and the second mag-
netization direction, and when the spin-polarized current is
not zero, the easy axis changes with the spin-polarized
current so an angle between the easy axis and the vertical
direction changes on a plane determined by the second
magnetization direction and the vertical direction.

3. The magnetic field sensor as claimed in claim 2,
wherein each of the first spacer and the second spacer is a
non-magnetic layer being one of a metal material and an
oxide material.

4. The magnetic field sensor as claimed in claim 1,
wherein the pinned layer, the magnetic sensing layer and the
analyzing layer are metallic magnetic layers.

5. The magnetic field sensor as claimed in claim 1, further
comprising a first and a second pinning layers, wherein the
first and the second magnetization directions of the pinned
layer and the analyzing layer are respectively determined by
the first pinning layer adjacent to the pinned layer, and the
second pinning layer adjacent to the analyzing layer.

6. The magnetic field sensor as claimed in claim 5,
wherein the first and the second pinning layers are antifer-
romagnetic layers.

7. A magnetic field sensing device, comprising:

a magnetic field sensor detecting a magnitude and a

direction of a magnetic field on a horizontal plane and
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a magnitude of the magnetic field in a vertical direction,
wherein the magnetic field sensor has a single structure;
and

a current changing device electrically connected to the

magnetic field sensor, wherein when the current chang-
ing device is in a first working state, the single structure
measures on the horizontal plane, and when the current
changing device is in a second working state, the single
structure measures in the vertical direction.

8. The magnetic field sensing device as claimed in claim
7, wherein the magnetic field sensor has a magnetic sensing
layer, a pinned layer and an analyzing layer, the magnetic
sensing layer is configured between the pinned layer and the
analyzing layer, the magnetic sensing layer has an easy axis,
the current changing device provides a direct current flowing
through the magnetic field sensor, the direct current becomes
a spin-polarized current when it flows through the pinned
layer, the spin-polarized current is zero and the easy axis is
in the vertical direction when the current changing device is
in the first working state, and the spin-polarized current is
not zero and the easy axis forms an angle with the vertical
direction on a plane determined by a first horizontal direc-
tion and the vertical direction according to the spin-polar-
ized current when the current changing device is in the
second working state.

9. The magnetic field sensing device as claimed in claim
8, wherein the analyzing layer has a first magnetization
direction in the first horizontal direction, and the pinned
layer has a second magnetization direction forming an angle
with the first magnetization direction.

10. A magnetic field sensing method for measuring an
external magnetic field, comprising:

providing a pinned layer having a first magnetization

direction;

providing an analyzing layer having a second magnetiza-

tion direction, wherein the second magnetization direc-
tion is free from changing with the external magnetic
field, and the first magnetization direction and the
second magnetization direction form a coordinate sys-
tem for a horizontal plane parallel to the pinned layer;
and

providing a magnetic sensing layer configured between

the pinned layer and the analyzing layer.

11. A magnetic field sensing method, comprising:

providing a magnetic field sensor measuring a magnitude

and detecting a direction of a magnetic field on a
horizontal plane and measuring a magnitude of the
magnetic field in a vertical direction, wherein the
magnetic field sensor has a single structure; and
electrically connecting a current changing device to the
single structure, wherein when the current changing
device is in a first working state, the magnetic field
sensor measures on the horizontal plane, and when the
current changing device is in a second working state,
the single structure measures in the vertical direction.
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