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SYSTEMS AND METHODS FOR
DISTRIBUTING A CLOCK SIGNAL

CROSS-REFERENCE TO RELATED
APPLICATIONS

This application is a U.S. National Phase Application
Under35 U.S.C. §371 of International Patent Application No.
PCT/US2006/049574, filed Dec. 29, 2006, which claims the
benefit of U.S. Provisional Patent Application No. 60/754,
728, filed on Dec. 29, 2005, entitled “Distributed Differential
Oscillator Global Clock Distribution,” each of which is
hereby incorporated by reference herein in its entirety.

STATEMENT REGARDING FEDERALLY
SPONSORED RESEARCH OR DEVELOPMENT

This research is sponsored in part by NSF grant CCR-00-
86007. The government may have certain rights in the dis-
closed subject matter.

TECHNOLOGICAL FIELD

The disclosed subject matter relates to systems and meth-
ods for distributing a clock signal.

BACKGROUND

One way of distributing a global clock on a chip is using a
hierarchical approach, in which a tuned and balanced tree
drives a grid that provides a local clock signal to the compo-
nents of the chip. Ensuring that this tree-driven grid global
clock network is low-skew and low-jitter in the presence of
process, voltage, and temperature (PVT) variation is a sig-
nificant challenge. As clock frequencies increase with the
scaling of technology, the problem becomes even more diffi-
cult.

One approach is to use standing-wave clock distributions.
These have been used at both the board level and the chip
level. These designs can reduce clock skew and jitter, and can
save power due to the resonance between the clock capaci-
tance and the clock wire inductance. However, standing-wave
clock distributions must contend with non-uniform clock
amplitude, which may result in skew or make local clock
buffering more complex. Traveling-wave clock distributions
use coupled transmission line rings to reduce clock skew and
jitter, and also benefit from the power advantage of resonance.
However, traveling-wave clock distributions have non-uni-
form phase across the distribution. This makes integration
with existing local clocking methodologies difficult.

Another approach s to distribute clock generation by using
oscillator array clocks. Distributed clock generation reduces
the distance between a clock source and a clock load. How-
ever, this approach requires the need for synchronization.
This can be done using phase detectors, or by directly cou-
pling the oscillators together using interconnects. Oscillator
array clocks are complicated by non-uniform phase, non-
uniform amplitude, and/or complex synchronization
schemes.

SUMMARY

Systems and methods for distributing a clock signal are
disclosed.

In some embodiments, systems for distributing a clock
signal include a plurality of resonant oscillators, each com-
prising an inductor; and a differential clock grid that distrib-
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2

utes the clock signal. The differential clock grid is coupled to
the plurality of resonant oscillators and the clock signal, and
the inductances of the inductors are configured such that a
resonant frequency of the plurality of resonant oscillators is
substantially equal to the frequency of the clock signal.

In some embodiments, methods for distributing a clock
signal include driving a differential clock grid with the clock
signal, and coupling a plurality of resonant oscillators to the
differential clock grid. Each resonant oscillator comprises an
inductor with an inductance such that a resonant frequency of
the plurality of resonant oscillators is substantially equal to
the frequency of the clock signal, and the differential clock
grid distributes the clock signal.

In some embodiments, systems for distributing a clock
signal include a means for storing and discharging at least part
of the energy of the clock signal at a frequency substantially
equal to the frequency of the clock signal, and a means for
differentially distributing the clock signal connected to the
means for storing and discharging at least part of the energy of
a clock signal.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG. 1 is a schematic diagram of a clock distribution sys-
tem in accordance with some embodiments of the disclosed
subject matter.

FIG. 1A is a schematic diagram of a gain element in accor-
dance with some embodiments of the disclosed subject mat-
ter.

FIG. 2 shows a schematic diagram of a clock distribution
system injection locking trees in accordance with some
embodiments of the disclosed subject matter.

FIG. 3 shows a block diagram of a de-skewing circuit in
accordance with some embodiments of the disclosed subject
matter.

FIG. 3A is a schematic diagram of a digitally controlled
delay line in accordance with some embodiments of the dis-
closed subject matter.

FIG. 4 shows a block diagram of an automatic amplitude
control circuit in accordance with some embodiments of the
disclosed subject matter.

FIG. 5 shows a model of the inductor in accordance with
some embodiments of the disclosed subject matter.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

In accordance with various embodiments of the disclosed
subject matter, systems and methods for distributing a clock
signal are provided. The clock signal can be used to differen-
tially drive a global clock grid and a set of resonant oscillator
tiles that are tuned to resonate at the desired clock frequency.
The oscillator tiles can include an inductor that stores the
energy of the clock signal between clock cycles. To maintain
resonance, a gain element can be connected to the inductor.
The replicated clock signal from each of the tiles can be used
to drive H-treelets, which can drive a global differential clock
grid. The global clock grid can drive local clocking systems.
In some embodiments, the clock signal can be provided by an
external clock source, to which the system can be injection
locked. The system can also use an injection locking tree in
some embodiments. A de-skewing circuit can be used to
maintain the same clock phase at different parts of the chip.
Automatic amplitude control can also be used to ensure that
the needed amount of energy is used to maintain resonance of
the resonant oscillators.

FIG. 1 shows a schematic diagram of a clock distribution
system in accordance with some embodiments of the dis-
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closed subject matter. In this embodiment, four resonant tiles
1100, 1170, 1180, and 1190 are shown, although any suitable
number can be used. An injection locker 1040 locks onto and
buffers an external clock signal, which is used to entrain the
global clock grid 1050 to a desired external frequency and
phase. Resonant tiles 1100, 1170, 1180, and 1190 resonate at
the clock signal’s frequency and provide additional energy to
the global clock grid. Injection locker 1040 can have differ-
ential outputs to connect to global clock grid 1050 and H-tree-
lets 1110, 1350, 1360, and 1370.

Tile 1100 has a spiral inductor 1030, a gain element 1020,
and an array of switchable capacitors symbolically shown as
a tunable capacitor 1150. The other tiles can be similarly
designed: tile 1170 has gain element 1200, spiral inductor
1210 and tunable capacitor 1260; tile 1180 has gain element
1230, spiral inductor 1220 and tunable capacitor 1270; and
tile 1190 has gain element 1250, spiral inductor 1240 and
tunable capacitor 1280.

The H-treelets 1110, 1350, 1360, and 1370 route a clock
signal from the resonant tiles (e.g., 1100, 1170, 1180, and
1190) to the global clock grid. The global clock grid 1050 is
a set of conductors (e.g., wires) that distribute a clock signal
to the local components of a chip. Because the global clock
grid can use differential signaling, the lines can be made up of
a pair of wires, and signaling is performed by transmitting a
separate voltage on each wire. The receiver detects the dif-
ference between the voltages to determine the signal that was
sent. The components on the chip connected to the global
clock grid can use local clocking techniques within the com-
ponent. This hierarchal clock distribution can reduce clock
skew and jitter.

Spiral inductors 1030,1210, 1220, or 1240 can be alayer of
metal trace routed in the shape of a spiral. For example, one
design is a three-turn spiral having a diameter of 90 um, using
6 um wide Cu trace. The turns can be spaced 13 um apart. Vias
connecting the spiral inductor to other metal layers can be
used and small cuts can be made in the power grid along the
vertical and horizontal axis to reduce eddy currents in the
power-ground network beneath the spiral inductor. The two
ends of the spiral indictor can be connected across the differ-
ential pair of the H-treelets 1110, 1350, 1360, and 1370.

The tunable capacitors 1150, 1260, 1270, and 1280 can be
used to tune the resonant frequency of the spiral inductor. This
resonant frequency can be, for example, 2 GHz. The capaci-
tors can also be used to adjust for process variations. A tun-
able capacitor can be formed from an array of capacitors and
tuned by switching on one or more capacitors in the array of
capacitors. In accordance with some embodiments of the
disclosed subject matter, the capacitors can be fabricated
using transistors. The tunable capacitors can be connected
anywhere on the differential clock grid.

The gain elements 1020, 1200, 1230, and 1250, which can
be negative differential transconductors, can be used to com-
pensate for losses in the spiral inductors and help maintain
resonance of the clocking network. Similarly to the inductors,
and as described below in connection with FIG. 1A, the two
outputs of the gain elements can be connected across the
differential pair of the H-treelets 1110, 1350, 1360, 1370.

As shown in FIG. 1, the injection locker 1040 is located
centrally in some embodiments. The clock signal can be at a
lower frequency and be multiplied before being distributed to
the plurality of resonant oscillator tiles.

FIG. 1A is a schematic diagram of a gain element in accor-
dance with some embodiments of the disclosed subject mat-
ter. The gain element connects to the clock signals of the
H-treelets 1110, 1350, 1360, 1370 at clock signals ¢ 1290 and
¢ 1300. Using feedback, the gain element provides additional
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energy to the H-treelets and global clock grid to maintain
oscillation. Transistor array 1160 and transistor 1310 form a
current mirror that controls the tail current, and therefore the
gain of the gain element (e.g., 1020). Gain is provided to
clock signals ¢ 1290 and ¢ 1300 by inverters 1320 and 1330.
The output of inverter 1330 is connected to the input of
inverter 1320 and vice versa. Therefore, when clock signal ¢
1290 to inverter 1330 is low, inverter 1330 provides energy to
clock signal ¢ 1300 which is connected to the output of
inverter 1320.

Analog switches 1340 (one for each tail current device) can
be connected to the gates of the transistors forming transistor
array 1160. Analog switches 1340 can be controlled by the
thermometer-decoded output of a counter 4060 (FIG. 4). The
value of the counter can be used by analog switches 1340 to
turn on or off in one or more transistors from array 1160. The
number of transistors turned on affects the tail current flowing
through the transistors, and therefore the gain provided by the
gain element.

Thus, in some embodiments, in operation, an external
clock signal is buffered using injection locker 1040. The
clock signal is used to entrain the global clock grid. The
resonant tiles of the system resonate at a frequency near the
desired clock frequency and also drive the global clock grid.
The energy of the clock signal is stored within the inductors
(more precisely, within the magnetic fields of the inductors)
during one phase of the clock signal. During the next phase of
the clock signal, the energy in the inductors is then transferred
back into the clock network.

The inductance of the inductor and the clock network’s
resistance and capacitance form a resonant network, such that
the energy is stored and discharged from the inductors at a
resonant frequency dependent on the three factors of induc-
tance, resistance, and capacitance. This relationship is illus-
trated further below in connection with FIG. 5.

FIG. 2 shows details of a distributed differential oscillator
clock system in accordance with some embodiments of the
disclosed subject matter. The system is divided into tiles
2040, 2050, 2060, and 2070, with each tile having, respec-
tively, a corresponding inductor 2120, 2130, 2140, and 2150.
Each tile 2040, 2050, 2060, and 2070 can also have a corre-
sponding gain element 2080, 2090, 2100, and 2110, respec-
tively, as described with respect to FIG. 1. However, instead
of having an injection locker 1040 that is centrally located,
this system has a differential injection locking tree 2010 with
a buffer 2020 differentially connected to the tree located at
each tile. In some embodiments, the external clock can be
locked onto and buffered at the center 2030 of the tree, and
then distributed and buffered at each of the resonant tiles. In
some embodiments, each resonant tile can have a de-skewing
circuit (shown grouped as 2160) located between the injec-
tion locked clock signal and the respective resonant tiles.
Further details of individual de-skewing circuits are
described with respect to FIG. 3.

FIG. 3 shows details of a de-skewing circuit in accordance
with some embodiments of the disclosed subject matter that
can be used to maintain the same clock phase between the
resonant oscillator tiles.

The de-skewing circuit in FIG. 3 is a digital delay lock
loop. The circuit has two phase comparators 3010 and 3020,
the outputs of which are inputs to control logic and counter
3030. Control logic and counter 3030 is used to adjust the
delay line in series with the clock signal to align its phase
between the resonant oscillator tiles (e.g., 1100).

Phase comparator 3010 compares the phase of the clock
signal of tile 1100 with the clock signal from neighboring
resonant tile B (e.g., 1170). Similarly, phase comparator 3020
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compares the phase of the clock signal of tile 1100 with the
phase of a clock signal from a neighbor C (e.g., 1180). If the
phase of local tile 1100 clock signal is found to be between
that of neighbor B and neighbor C, no change is made to the
phase of the local clock signal by control logic 3030. If the
phase is found to be ahead of both neighbors, the clock signal
is slowed down. Similarly, if the phase is found to be behind
both neighbors, the clock signal is sped up.

FIG. 3A is a schematic diagram of a digitally controlled
delay line 3040 in accordance with some embodiments of the
disclosed subject matter. The delay line can be made of an
array of inverters. In FIG. 3A, two inverters 3050 and 3060 are
shown, however any suitable number can be used. An input
clock signal is applied to the first inverter in the array (in this
embodiment inverter 3050), and the output clock signal can
be read from the last inverter in the array (in this embodiment
inverter 3060). In between each of the inverters can be a
capacitance 3070 that is controlled by control logic and
counter 3030 (FIG. 3). In an array of inverters with more than
two inverters, there would be multiple capacitances, one
between each pair of inverters, such as inverters 3050 and
3060. The value ofthe counter can determine whether capaci-
tance 3070 or another a capacitance (not shown) is selected to
be applied. The value of counter can also be used to select
multiple capacitances to be applied depending on the size of
the array of inverters. This changing capacitance changes the
delay of the delay line.

FIG. 4 shows details of an automatic amplitude control
circuit in accordance with some embodiments of the dis-
closed subject matter. The automatic amplitude control is able
to ensure that the power that is needed to sustain oscillation is
supplied to the resonator. The circuit has a peak detector
4010, a reference input 4020, a clocked comparator 4030,
counter 4060, and control logic 4040. The comparator 4030
compares a reference voltage 4020 with the voltage level of
the clock signal from peak detector 4010. The signal level in
the peak detector 4010 comes from a resonant tile (e.g.,
1100), and may be differentially connected on the clock grid.
The voltage level of the clock signal is converted to a DC level
before the comparison.

The comparison is provided as an input to control logic
4040, which controls a clock buffer 4050 by turning it on or
off as needed. The output of clock bufter 4050, in combina-
tion with control signals from control logic 4040, in turn
increases or decreases the count in counter 4060. Sample
clock 4070 provides the clock signal to clock bufter 4050 that
is used to increase or decrease the count in counter 4060. The
sample clock 4070 can come from off chip, or be generated on
chip, for example, by using a ring oscillator.

Counter 4060 is connected to analog switch 1340 (FIG.
1A) used to select one or more transistors from the array of
transistors 1160 (FIG. 1A), which controls the tail current,
and therefore the gain provided by the gain element as
described above, for example.

One implementation of a distributed differential oscillator
global clock distribution system will now be described in
connection with FIG. 1. The system can be fabricated in a
0.18 um CMOS process with six layers of aluminum inter-
connect in a chip. Each of the aluminum layers can be used to
route signals. Lower layers having narrower wires can be
used to route signals more locally within a chip, and higher
layers with wider wires can be used to route global signals
such as clock and power. The spiral inductors can be made
280 um in diameter, and be formed from the top two alumi-
num metal layers. The metal layers can be connected by vias,
which can serve to reduce the series resistance.
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The global clock wires, the tiles, and the local clock buffers
present a capacitive load to the clock signal. Additional
capacitive load can be added to each clock phase through the
tunable capacitor 1150, 1260, 1270, and 1280. In some
embodiments, these tunable capacitors (C,,,,.) can provide up
to 5 pF (1.25 pF per tile) and can provide tuning of the
oscillation frequency from 1.6 to 2.1 GHz. The differential
global clock wires can be made 6 um wide and be spaced 8 um
apart. The spacing of the wires maintains a controlled global
clock grid inductance, since the wires provides current return
paths for each other. The inductance of such a global clock
grid can be about 0.4 nH/mm in a system with four tiles and
designed as described above.

Bias current, I, suitable to initiate oscillation of'a global
clock network in accordance with the above design can be
0.06 mA for C,,,,,=0 and 0.13 mA for C,,, =5 pF. This cor-
responds to a transconductance of 5.0 and 8.9 mS per gain
element for C,,,,=0 and 5 pF. At these biases, the clock
amplitude can be 140 mV.

At resonance, using a half-circuit three-element lumped
model withR /25010, 1, /25020, and C, 5030 (shownin FIG.
5), the magnitude of the differential driving point admittance
per tile (as seen by a single gain element) canbe 5.0 mSat 1.6
GHz for C,,,,,=0 and 9.8 mS at 1.1 GHz for C,,, =5 pF. The
resistance R /2 5010 can model the resistive losses in the
clock network, L /2 5020 can model the spiral inductance,
and C,, 5030 can model the capacitance of the clock network.
Ataround 0.9 mA of I, the clock can approximately reach
it’s maximum voltage level for C,,,,,=0, while forC, ,,.=5 pF,
the clock can reach its maximum voltage level at a slightly
lower bias current of about 1.0 mA.

Various embodiments of the invention are apparent from
the detailed specification, and thus, it is intended by the
appended claims to cover all such features and of the inven-
tion which fall within the true spirit and scope of the inven-
tion. Further, since numerous modifications and variations
will readily occur to those skilled in the art, it is not desired to
limit the invention to the exact construction and operation
illustrated and described, and, accordingly, all suitable modi-
fications and equivalents can be resorted to falling within the
scope of the invention. Additionally, disclosed features from
different embodiments can be combined with one another.

What is claimed is:

1. A system for distributing a clock signal comprising:

a plurality of resonant oscillators, each comprising an

inductor; and

a differential clock grid, coupled to the plurality of reso-

nant oscillators and the clock signal, that distributes the
clock signal,

wherein the inductances of the inductors are configured

such that a resonant frequency of the plurality of reso-
nant oscillators is substantially equal to the frequency of
the clock signal.

2. The system of claim 1, further comprising an injection
locker that provides the clock signal from an external source
to the differential clock grid.

3. The system of claim 2, wherein the injection locker is an
injection locking tree providing a clock signal to the plurality
of resonant oscillators.

4. The system of claim 1, further comprising a plurality of
H-treelets coupling the differential clock grid to the plurality
of resonant oscillators.

5. The system of claim 1, wherein each of the plurality of
resonant oscillators further comprises a gain element to main-
tain oscillation.
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6. The system of claim 1, wherein each of the plurality of
resonant oscillators further includes a tunable capacitor for
tuning the resonant oscillator.

7. The system of claim 6, wherein the tunable capacitor is
digitally tunable.

8. The system of claim 1, wherein the inductors are spiral
inductors.

9. The system of claim 1, further comprising a de-skewing
circuit for aligning the phase of the clock signal between each
of the plurality of resonant oscillators.

10. The system of claim 1, further comprising a gain ele-
ment coupled to each of the plurality of resonant oscillators to
provide gain to the clock signal.

11. The system of claim 10, further comprising an auto-
matic amplitude control circuit for adjusting the gain of the
gain element.

12. A method for distributing a clock signal comprising:

driving a differential clock grid with the clock signal; and

coupling a plurality of resonant oscillators to the differen-
tial clock grid, wherein each resonant oscillator com-
prises an inductor with an inductance such that a reso-
nant frequency of the plurality of resonant oscillators is
substantially equal to the frequency of the clock signal,

wherein the differential clock grid distributes the clock
signal.

13. The method of claim 12, further comprising adjusting
the resonant frequency of the plurality of resonant oscillators.
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14. The method of claim 12, further comprising aligning
the phase of the clock signal between each of the plurality of
resonant oscillators.

15. The method of claim 12, further comprising compen-
sating for loss using a gain element.

16. The method of claim 15, further comprising automati-
cally adjusting the gain of the gain element.

17. The method of claim 12, further comprising injection
locking the clock signal from an external source.

18. The method of claim 17, further comprising using an
injection locking tree to provide the clock signal to the plu-
rality of resonant oscillators.

19. A system for distributing a clock signal comprising:

a means for storing and discharging at least part of the
energy of the clock signal at a frequency substantially
equal to the frequency of the clock signal; and

a means for differentially distributing the clock signal con-
nected to the means for storing and discharging at least
part of the energy of a clock signal.

20. The system of claim 19, further comprising means for
maintaining oscillation connected to the means for storing
and discharging the energy of a clock signal.

21. The system of claim 20, further comprising means for
adjusting a gain of the means for maintaining oscillation.

22. The system of claim 21, further comprising means for
aligning the phase of the clock signal between each of the
means for storing and discharging at least part of the energy of
the clock signal.



