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Abstract
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The raw bit error rate of NAND Flash memory increases as the semiconductor geometry shrinks for high density, which
makes it very necessary to employ a very strong error correction circuit. The soft-decision-based error correction
algorithms, such as low-density parity-check (LDPC) codes, can enhance the error correction capability without
increasing the number of parity bits. However, soft-decision error correction schemes need multiple precision data,
which obviously increases the energy consumption in NAND Flash memory for more sensing operations as well as
more data output. We examine the energy consumption of a NAND Flash memory system with an LDPC code-based
soft-decision error correction algorithm. The energy consumed at multiple-precision NAND Flash memory as well as
the LDPC decoder is considered. The output precision employed is 1.0, 1.4, 1.7, and 2.0 bits per data. In addition, we
also propose an LDPC decoder-assisted precision selection method that needs virtually no overhead. The experiment
was conducted with 32-nm 128-Gbit 2-bit multi-level cell NAND Flash memory and a 65-nm LDPC decoding VLS.

Keywords: NAND Flash memory, LDPC, Low-density parity-check codes, Multi-precision sensing operation,

Introduction
NAND Flash memory is widely used for handheld devices
and notebook PCs because of its high density and low
power consumption. As the semiconductor geometry
shrinks, the error performance of NAND Flash mem-
ory becomes worse, thus it is greatly needed to increase
the reliability by using memory signal processing and
forward-error correction (FEC) methods. Among vari-
ous FEC codes, Bose-Chaudhuri-Hocquenghem (BCH)
and Reed-Solomon (RS) codes have widely been used for
NAND Flash error correction [1-3]. However, because of
severe performance degradation of recent NAND Flash
memory devices, more advanced FEC codes are needed.
Low-density parity-check (LDPC) codes [4] show excel-
lent error correcting performance close to the Shannon-
limit when decoded with the belief-propagation (BP)
algorithm [5] using soft-decision information. LDPC
codes have successfully been applied to many commu-
nication systems such as DVB-S2 [6], IEEE 802.3an [7],
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and IEEE 802.16¢ [8]. However, despite of good charac-
teristics of LDPC codes, their application to NAND Flash
memory is not straightforward because multiple precision
output data are needed for exploiting the advantages of
LDPC algorithms that show high performance with soft-
decision decoding. Moreover, multiple sensing operations
and delivering multiple precision data also increase the
energy consumption of NAND Flash memory.

In this article, we analyze the energy consumption of a
NAND Flash memory error correction system that adopts
LDPC soft-decision decoding. The energy consumption
of NAND Flash memory as well as that of the LDPC
decoder is all considered. A VLSI circuit-based decoder
for a rate-0.96 (68254, 65536) LDPC code is used for
error performance and energy estimation. Especially, the
effect of energy consumption when increasing the pre-
cision of NAND Flash memory is analyzed. The LDPC
decoder tends to consume more energy when the preci-
sion of NAND Flash memory output is very low, such
as 1.0 bit per data; however, increasing the precision also
demands more energy in NAND Flash memory for sens-
ing and data transfer. As a result, the optimum precision
is closely related to the signal quality of NAND Flash
memory. We analyze this relation quantitatively, and also
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propose a method that can find the optimum precision
using the iteration count of an LDPC decoder.

The rest of this article is organized as follows. “Energy
consumption of multi-bit data read in NAND Flash mem-
ory” section explains the read operation of NAND Flash
memory and its energy consumption. In “Soft-decision
error correcting performance in NAND Flash mem-
ory” section, the performance of LDPC decoding with
multi-precision output data in NAND Flash memory
is presented. “Hardware performance of (68254, 65536)
LDPC decoder” section describes the energy consump-
tion of a rate-0.96 (68254, 65536) LDPC decoder with
a 65-nm technology. In “Low-energy error correction
scheme for NAND Flash memory” section, we analyze
the total energy consumption of NAND Flash memory
with LDPC code based soft-decision decoding and also
propose an LDPC decoder-assisted precision selection
method. Finally, this article ends with conclusion section.

Energy consumption of multi-bit data read in
NAND Flash memory

NAND Flash memory overview

A NAND Flash memory device contains thousands of cell
blocks that can independently be erased. Each cell block
consists of rows and columns of cells. The cells in the same
row are controlled by the same word-line, and can be read
or programmed simultaneously. The number of columns
determines the page size, and the typical page size of the
current generation of NAND Flash memory is 64 kbits
(8 kbytes) besides the parity data. Each Flash memory cell
is a floating gate NMOS transistor, in which the gate stores
charges to control the threshold voltage of the transis-
tor. Because of the process variation, program inaccuracy,
charge leakage, and noise, the threshold voltage of NAND
Flash memory has a Gaussian-like distribution. Today’s
NAND Flash memory adopts the multi-level cell (MLC)
technology that has more than one bit per memory cell
to increase the density. The organization of a 128-Gbit
NAND Flash memory device with 2-bit MLC technology
is shown in Table 1 [9].

Voltage sensing scheme for multi-precision output
In 2-bit MLC NAND Flash memory, each memory cell
has one of four different threshold voltages that have

Table 1 The features of 34-nm 2-bit MLC NAND Flash
memory [9]

Capacity 128 Gbits
MLC tech. 2 bits/cell
Device size 8,192 blocks
Block size 256 pages
Page size 8,192 + 448 bytes
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Gaussian-like distributions as illustrated in Figure 1. The
left-most distribution is the erased state (symbol 1I),
while the remaining distributions correspond to three
different programmed states (symbol 01, 00, and 10,
respectively).

In conventional Flash memory with hard-decision data
output, three sensing reference voltages (SRVs), namely,
Vi1, Via, and V3, are needed to fully resolve the four
threshold voltage distributions. Note that V;.; resolves the
boundary between symbols 11 and 01, while V., is for the
boundary of symbols 01 and 00, and V.3 is for symbols 00
and I0. Since a pair of LSB and MSB pages is mapped into
a word-line and the bits are gray coded, V;; and V,.3 are
required to read MSB pages, while only V., is needed for
LSB pages. The LSB sensing operation (SO) with V.5 is
referred to SO;, and the MSB sensing operation with V.1
and V3 is represented by SO,.

For soft-decision error correction, each page should
be sensed with an increased number of reference volt-
ages. Especially, it is needed to increase the resolution
in the overlapping regions, where most of bit errors are
occurred, as shown in Figure 1. The simplest form of
multi-bit sensing is to provide an erasure region at each
symbol boundary. In this case, we need six SRVs and can
obtain seven different threshold values. The lowest volt-
age region can be considered a strong 11 symbol, and
the next lowest region is a value between 11 and 01.
Figure 1 shows four different sensing schemes, including
the conventional sensing for hard-decision data output.
Increasing the number of sensing operations at each sym-
bol boundary can provide more accurate reliability infor-
mation, which, however, increases the latency and energy
consumption in NAND Flash memory.

Let the number of SRVs be Nj, the sensed threshold
voltage belongs to one of Ny + 1 regions, and N, (=
log,(Ns; + 1)) bits are needed to represent the thresh-
old voltage. Hence, each bit of a page is represented by
N /2 bits for 2-bit MLC NAND Flash memory. The mem-
ory sensing operations with 3, 6, 9, and 15 SRVs yield
1-, 1.4 (= 0.5 x log,(7))-, 1.7 (= 0.5 x log,(10))-, and
2 (= 0.5 x log,(16))-bit soft-decision bits, respectively.
For example, in the 2-bit soft-decision memory sensing
scheme, there exist Ny = 15 SRVs and 4 bits are enough
to represent the 16 threshold levels for both LSB and MSB
data.

Since conventional NAND Flash memory devices do not
provide multi-precision data output, obtaining the soft-
decision data from conventional memory requires mul-
tiple hard-decision sensing and data output operations.
Note that conventional NAND Flash memory devices
provide command sequences that can change the SRVs.
Figure 2 illustrates the voltage sensing scheme for 1.7-bit
soft-decision data output with conventional hard-decision
Flash memory, where V; ;s are SRVs for 1 < i < 9.



Kim and Sung EURASIP Journal on Advances in Signal Processing 2012, 2012:195

http://asp.eurasipjournals.com/content/2012/1/195

Page 3 of 12

MSB page!
LSB pagef,

Figure 1 Voltage sensing schemes for soft-decision data output.
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With hard-decision sensing SO; using V.5 and SO, using
Vi4 and V;¢ around the overlapping region Ry, an LSB
page is read with four levels as shown in Figure 2a.
In this case, two data output operations are performed.
Meanwhile, because an MSB page has two overlapping
regions, Ry and Rs, three SOy’s using Vs, where i €
{1,2,3,7,8,9}, are needed. In addition, one SO; using
V5 is also performed to distinguish the region below
V1 and that above V;.g as illustrated in Figure 2b. As a
result, in order to read an MSB page with eight levels,
one SO; and three SO, are demanded, which results in
four times many data output operations when compared
to the conventional hard-decision mode. Finally, Table 2

summarizes the number of sensing operations for the 1-
bit hard-decision and the 1.4-, 1.7-, and 2-bit soft-decision
data output. Note that the sensing results are mapped to
log-likelihood ratio (LLR) values by using a look-up table
in the Flash memory controller.

LSB and MSB concurrent access scheme for low-energy
soft-decision data output

As explained, the soft-decision scheme with conventional
memory demands multiple hard-decision sensing and
data transfer operations to increase the resolution in the
overlapping region. Moreover, an additional LSB sensing
operation is needed to access an MSB page as shown in
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Figure 2 Voltage sensing scheme of 1.7-bit soft-decision data output for (a) LSB and (b) MSB pages.
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Table 2 The number of sensing and data output (DO)
operations for hard- and soft-decision sensing with
conventional NAND Flash memory

LSB pages MSB pages

SO, SO, DO SO, SO, DO
1.0-bit 1 0 1 0 1 1
1.4-bit 0 1 1 1 2 3
1.7-bit 1 1 2 1 3 4
2.0-bit 1 2 3 1 5 6

Figure 2. This scheme incurs a high amount of data out-
put operations when high precision data are needed. In
order to reduce the energy consumption of soft-decision
data output, we consider a method that senses the LSB and
MSB data simultaneously with multiple SRVs.

In this scheme, N; memory sensing operations are per-
formed for a row of transistors in the NAND Flash array,
and all the sensing results are stored to the page register
in [Nj] bits, where N, = log, (N + 1). Assuming that
up to 2-bit precision is used for each data, N, = 4 bits
are needed to represent all soft-decision sensing results.
Of course, this scheme needs increased hardware of 4 x
Npagebits data registers to store the soft-decision sens-
ing results as shown in Figure 3, while the conventional
NAND Flash memory has only Npagebits data registers,
where Npagebits is the number of bits in each page.

When compared to the soft-decision sensing using con-
ventional NAND Flash memory, this concurrent access
scheme greatly reduces the number of data transfer oper-
ations, only [N, ] bits for both LSB and MSB data, because
the data are composed within a memory device. Thus, this
method reduces not only the data output latency, but also
the energy consumption for off-chip data transfer. There-
fore, we only consider the LSB and MSB concurrent access
scheme in this article.

NAND Flash

Address
#
Array

Address decoder

Data
register

M

Npagebits

Figure 3 NAND Flash memory with internal multi-precision data
composition.
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Energy consumption of read operations in NAND Flash
memory

The read operation of NAND Flash memory involves
address decoding, NAND Flash array access, and data
output. The conventional NAND Flash memory supports
various types of read operations such as read page and
read page cache, where the read page mode accesses only
one page, while the read page cache mode reads the next
sequential pages in a block consecutively. The timing dia-
gram of the read page mode is illustrated in Figure 4,
where ., fg, and . denote the clock period, NAND
Flash array access time per voltage sensing operation, and
read cycle time, respectively. The array access time, fg,
includes the threshold voltage sensing operation time as
well as the data transfer time from NAND Flash array to
either the data or cache register.

In this section, we analyze the energy consumption of
reading 2-bit MLC NAND Flash memory. We estimate the
energy consumption based on the electrical specifications
listed in the data book from Micron technology [9]. We
model the energy consumption of reading NAND Flash
memory as the sum of the energy for array access (E,¢) and
that for data output (Eq,), where

Eac = VcclcctRNsr (1)

Eqo = Vccqliotdo- (2)
Note that we only concern the active energy and ignore
the idle energy. V. and Vcq are the core and the I/O sup-
ply voltages, while I.. and I, represent the core and the
I/O supply currents, respectively. Finally, the data output
time is represented by t4o, which is determined by the
number of bytes to output and the period of data output
clock, as a result £4o = frc X [Np] X Npagebits/8.

Since the read operation is performed simultaneously
for both LSB and MSB data, the energy consumption of
LSB and MSB pages is considered as follows. Let Ej sg and
Ensp be the read energy for an LSB page and an MSB page,
respectively. In 2-bit MLC, reading an MSB page uses two
times many SRVs than that of an LSB page access, hence
the energy consumption of the array access operations for
an LSB page and an MSB page can be modeled as E,c/3
and E,c x 2/3, respectively. Because two pages of data
are delivered simultaneously in the LSB and MSB concur-
rent access scheme, the data output energy of each page is
modeled as Eq,/2. Therefore, the energy consumption of
each page can be represented as follows:

Eac Edo
E = — 4+ —, 3
LsB = — + 5 (3)
2 Eq
Emsp = gEac + 70 (4)

Table 3 shows the voltage, current, and timing parame-
ters noted in the 34-nm 2-bit MLC NAND Flash data book
from Micron technology [9].
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Table 4 shows the estimated energy consumption and
the latency of read operation for different output precision
cases. Since the data output operation takes a long time
due to the limited number of I/O ports, the operating con-
dition that needs the smallest ¢, in the synchronous mode
shows the minimum energy consumption. In this simula-
tion, NAND Flash memory that operates at 100 MHz and
Veeq 0f 1.8 V in the synchronous mode consumes the min-
imum read energy. Since the energy consumption of the
read page mode is almost similar to that of the read page
cache mode, we only consider the read page mode of the
above operating condition (tq = 10ns, Veeq = 1.8V, and
synchronous mode).

As summarized in Table 4, the 1.4-, 1.7-, and 2-bit data
output of an LSB page consume 1.7, 2.4, and 3.2 times
more energy, respectively, when compared to the 1-bit
hard-decision data output. MSB pages consume approxi-
mately 1.5 times more energy than LSB pages.

Soft-decision error correcting performance in
NAND Flash memory

In this section, we employ the MLC NAND Flash mem-
ory channel modeled in [10,11], where random tele-
graph noise [12], the incremental step pulse program-
ming [13], cell-to-cell interference [14], and non-uniform
quantization [15] are considered. In particular, in order
to support soft-decision LDPC decoding, we adopt the
LLR computation method proposed in [16], in which
the four threshold voltage distributions are assumed as
Gaussian distributions and the partial cumulative distri-
bution functions of the Gaussian distribution are used

Table 3 The voltage, current, and timing parameters of
2-bit MLC NAND Flash memory

Asynchronous Synchronous Unit
telk 20, 25, 30, 35, 50, 100 10, 12,15, 20, 30, 50 ns
Vee 33 33
Veeq 1.8,33 18,33
lec 25 25 mA
lio 8 20 mA
tad 150-450 168-288 ns
tr 12.5 12.5 pus/sensing

lrc Tk 0.5 x tk ns

to compute quantized LLRs. Thus, the LLR computation
method only requires the means and the variances of the
distributions obtained by performing channel estimation.
Note that the LLR computation can be implemented by
using a look-up table.

For the error correction in NAND Flash memory, we
employ a rate-0.96 (68254, 65536) shortened Euclidean
geometry (EG) LDPC code whose message size matches
the page size of the 128-Gbit 2-bit MLC NAND Flash
memory. The EG-LDPC codes [17] are a class of finite-
geometry codes and show very low error-floor perfor-
mance [18] as well as fast convergence speed [17], which
are important properties for application to NAND Flash
error correction.

In this study, we estimate the error performances of
the NAND Flash memory channel with LDPC and BCH
decoders. We assume that the erased state (symbol 11)
has a Gaussian distribution whose mean and standard
deviation are 1.0 and 0.32 V, respectively, and the tar-
get programming voltages for the symbol 01, 00, and 10
are 2.6, 3.2, and 3.8V, respectively. In order to generate
the NAND Flash memory channel with different bit-error
rates (BERs), we change the cell-to-cell coupling coeffi-
cient factor (CCF) [15,16]. The CCF primarily affects the
variances of the threshold voltage distributions. Increas-
ing the CCF results in high raw BER (RBER) because the
variance of Flash memory signal becomes larger.

The error performances of a rate-0.96 (68254, 65536)
EG-LDPC code and two BCH codes over the NAND

Table 4 The energy consumption of a read operation for
LSB and MSB pages

Eac (nJ/byte) Eg4o (nJ/byte) E; (nJ/byte)

LSB pages

1.0-bit 0.12 0.18 030
1.4-bit 0.24 0.27 0.51
1.7-bit 0.36 0.36 0.72
2.0-bit 0.60 0.36 0.96
MSB pages

1.0-bit 0.24 0.18 042
1.4-bit 048 0.27 0.72
1.7-bit 0.72 0.36 1.08
2.0-bit 1.19 0.36 1.55
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Flash memory channel are plotted in Figure 5a for LSB
pages, where the min-sum (MS) algorithm [19] is used
for low-complexity LDPC decoding. The performance of
BP-based LDPC decoding is also shown for comparison.
The simulation of the LDPC code is performed in floating-
point arithmetic. The x-axis represents RBER and the
numbers in parentheses are the corresponding signal-to-
noise ratio (SNR) values, which are computed assuming

Page 6 of 12

a 4-pulse amplitude modulation channel with additive
white Gaussian noise. The BP algorithm with infinite-bit
soft-decision information yields the best error correcting
performance, and the MS decoding with 1.7- and 2-bit
soft-decision data output also shows good error perfor-
mance fairly close the BP decoding. The (68256, 65536,
160) BCH code, which has the same code rate of 0.96,
shows a worse performance than the LDPC decoder with
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tm 10°f —e—LDPC. MS. 1.7-bit. LSB
——LDPC. MS. 1.4-bit. LSB
106 U —a—|DPC. MS. 1.0-bit. LSB
——BCH (68256,65536,160)
- — -BCH (70976,65536,320)
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Figure 5 Error-performance of a (68254, 65536) EG-LDPC code and two BCH codes for (a) LSB and (b) MSB pages.
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1-bit (hard-decision) data. In order to make the error per-
formance of the BCH code close to that of LDPC code
with 2-bit MS decoding, the error-correcting capability ¢
is increased from ¢ = 160 to ¢ = 320, which corresponds
to the code rate of 0.92 and requires more hardware
resources. The comparison of soft-decision LDPC and
hard-decision BCH codes clearly shows the advantage of
the soft-decision decoding.

Figure 5b shows the error performances of the LDPC
code and two BCH codes for MSB pages. The overall per-
formance of the LDPC code for MSB pages is slightly
worse than that for LSB pages. In this case, a BCH code
with the error-correcting capability of £ = 300 is required
to achieve the comparable performance of the LDPC code
with 2-bit soft-decision MS decoding.

In Figure 5a, we can find that even hard-decision-based
decoding works when the RBER is lower than 1.95 x 1073,
However, when the RBER is between 1.95 x 10~3 and
3.15 x 1073, the hard-decision-based decoding does not
work and only soft-decision decoding can remove most of
the errors. When the RBER is greater than 3.62 x 1073,
even 2-bit MS decoding cannot correct the data prop-
erly. From this observation, we can divide the RBER values
into five regions as shown in Table 5. Although a NAND
Flash memory system requires error-free decoding with
BER less than 1071°, here we set the target BER to 10~/
because the simulation of the LDPC code takes much
time to observe the minimum requirement. Note again
that EG-LDPC codes show very low error-floor perfor-
mance and have fast convergence speed. Finally, Table 5
summarizes the results for LSB and MSB pages. Here,
we can find that the 1.4-bit precision enhances the error
correcting performance very much when compared to 1-
bit hard-decision decoding. However, further increasing
the precision brings diminishing returns. As a result, the
Region I is quite wider than Region III or IV.

Hardware performance of (68254, 65536) LDPC
decoder

In order to assess the energy consumption of LDPC
decoding, we have implemented the (68254, 65536) EG-
LDPC decoder employing the normalized a posteriori

Table 5 The operating regions according to memory
output precision

RBER (x1073)

Memory output precision

LSB pages MSB pages needed for 107 BER
Region I (R1) ~ 195 ~ 179 1-,14-1.7-,and 2-bit
Region Il (R2) 1.95-3.15 1.79-2.90 1.4-1.7-,and 2-bit
Region il (R3) ~ 3.15-3.50 2.90-3.15 1.7-and 2-bit
Region IV (R4)  3.50-3.62 3.15-3.33 2-bit
Region V (Rs) 3.62+ 333+ -
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probability (APP)-based algorithm and layered decoding
that lead to simplified functional units and halved decod-
ing iterations, respectively. In addition, a conditional vari-
able node update scheme is employed to improve the error
performance and reduce circuit switching activities in the
node processing units [20]. The decoding throughput is
increased by employing 5-stage pipelined 8-way paral-
lel architecture, while the chip size is much reduced by
adopting memory optimization techniques [20]. Because
the error performance of fixed-point LDPC decoding with
the normalized APP-based algorithm is very close to that
of the floating-point decoding, the (68254, 65536) LDPC
decoder yields almost the same performance as shown in
Figure 5 for the NAND Flash memory channel.

The LDPC decoder was synthesized, placed, and routed
in 0.13-um CMOS technology using Synopsys tools, then
parasitic resistances and capacitances were extracted to
estimate the energy consumption accurately. Randomly
generated information bits were encoded and Gaussian
noise was added to make test vectors. Then, the power
consumption, iteration count, and decoding latency were
estimated by using Synopsys PrimeTime. From the simula-
tion results, we obtained the average energy consumption
as a first-order function of the iteration count. Finally, the
energy consumption of the LDPC decoder was computed
using the average iteration counts found by simulations
for each memory output precision and RBER. In order to
consider the implementation with a recent process tech-
nology, the decoding energy of the LDPC decoder is scaled
down to a 65-nm technology. The core supply voltages
of 130 and 65nm nodes are 1.2 and 1.0V, respectively.
In addition, the maximum clock frequencies are assumed
to be the same, 131 MHz, for both processes. Consid-
ering the process technologies and the supply voltages,
the energy consumption is scaled down by a factor of
2.88 (= [(65/130nm) x (1.0/1.2 V)Z]_l) for the 65-nm
technology node according to [21].

The energy consumption of the (68254, 65536) LDPC
VLSI with the 65-nm technology for hard-decision and
soft-decision data is shown in Figure 6, where the input
to the LDPC decoder are LLR values. The clock fre-
quency was set to 131 MHz. Here, we set the maximum
iteration limit as eight and the number of quantization
bits in the LDPC decoder as seven including two bits
for the fractional part. Since the implemented LDPC
decoder shows very fast convergence speed, the decoding
energy consumption decreases rapidly at low RBER (high
SNR). For the low RBER region below 1073, all decoders
demand mostly one decoding iterations, thus resulting in
the minimum energy consumption of 0.7 nJ/byte. For the
region exceeding the RBER of 1073, decoding with multi-
precision data consumes less energy than that with the
hard-decision data because of the decreased number of
iterations. In addition, in the region below the RBER of
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Figure 6 The energy consumption of the (68254, 65536) LDPC decoder (65-nm VLSI) over NAND Flash memory channel for (a) LSB and (b)

3 x 1073, all soft-decision decoding shows similar energy
consumption.

At the high RBER region where only 2-bit soft-decision
decoding is allowed to use, we can find that the aver-
age energy consumption of the LDPC decoder is 1.6 to
8.4 times higher than that of a read operation in MLC
NAND Flash memory. However, in the low RBER (high
SNR) region, in which all kinds of precision can be used,
the LDPC decoder consumes only 0.5 to 2.3 times of the
energy needed for the read operation in MLC NAND
Flash memory. Therefore, we can consider that the total
energy consumption is significantly affected by the LPDC
decoder in the high RBER region, but is more influenced

by the read operation of NAND Flash memory in the low
RBER region.

Low-energy error correction scheme for NAND
Flash memory
Optimum output precision for low-energy decoding
The total energy consumption of NAND Flash memory
access can be obtained by adding that for memory access
and that for error correction. We observe that high output
precision increases the energy for memory access, while it
can reduce the LDPC decoding energy.

Figure 7 shows the total energy consumption of NAND
Flash memory with the LDPC decoder for LSB and MSB
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Figure 7 The total energy consumption for (a) LSB and (b) MSB pages, where the LDPC decoder was scaled down to 65-nm

technology node.

pages, where NAND Flash memory operates at 100 MHz
and Veeq of 1.8V in the synchronous data output mode.
The vertical dotted lines divide the operating regions
according to Table 5.

In the region I, where all hard- and soft-decision decod-
ing operate, the 1-bit hard-decision decoding shows the
smallest energy consumption when the RBER is very
low, while the 1.4-bit soft-decision decoding consumes
less energy than the hard-decision decoding as RBER
increases. In the region II, the 1.4-bit memory output
precision results in the lowest energy consumption, while

in the region III, the 1.7-bit precision leads to the lowest
consumption. Finally, in the region IV, there is no other
choice except the 2-bit soft-decision decoding.

In summary, for each operating region, decoding with
the smallest output bits allowed consumes the least
energy among possible decoding schemes, especially for
decoding MSB pages. Although the 2-bit soft-decision
decoding shows the best error correcting performance
over all RBER regions, it consumes up to two times
more energy than the hard-decision decoding at the
low RBER (high SNR) region because of the additional



Kim and Sung EURASIP Journal on Advances in Signal Processing 2012, 2012:195

http://asp.eurasipjournals.com/content/2012/1/195

memory sensing operations. Therefore, depending on
the channel condition, appropriate memory output pre-
cision should be chosen to minimize the total energy
consumption.

We also studied the trend of total energy consumption
when considering both program-and-erase (PE) cycling
and data retention. The NAND Flash memory channel
estimation proposed in [22] was used to decide the SRVs
and the smallest output precision was chosen among
the possible decoding schemes. Figure 8 shows the total
energy consumption for MSB pages. The number of PE
cycles and retention time vary from 1 to 5K times and
from 1 to 9K hours, respectively. The coupling coeffi-
cients of the x and xy directions are set to 0.1034 and
0.006721, respectively, in order to consider 20-nm Flash
memory technology [23,24]. We can find that the total
energy consumption is very strongly affected by the PE
cycling. When the number of PE cycles is less than or
equal to 1K, the total energy consumption shows the least
amount, which is around 1 nJ/byte regardless of the reten-
tion time. However, the total energy consumption also
increases with the retention time when the number of PE
cycles is larger than 1K.

Iteration count-based precision selection

The presented experimental results show that optimum
precision selection is very important for low-energy soft-
decision-based decoding of NAND Flash memory. One
straightforward idea is to conduct failure-based precision

Page 10 of 12

selection. In this method, the precision is increased when
the decoding is failed. For example, the decoding begins
with 1-bit (hard-decision) precision, and if it fails, the
decoding is retried with an improved precision. Although
this method is very simple and there is no need of stor-
ing the precision information, this can consume a large
amount of energy when the decoding fails because LDPC
decoders iterate many cycles. Of course, the failure-based
scheme also incurs additional time-delay for retrying the
decoding with an updated precision.

Another approach is to estimate the signal quality of
NAND Flash memory periodically with channel estima-
tion algorithms [22]. By sensing the signal with multiple
threshold voltages, we can estimate the mean and the
variance of each symbol. This method, however, demands
extra time and energy for signal quality estimation. Con-
sidering that the signal quality deteriorates when the
number of PE cycles and the retention time increase,
the overhead of periodic estimation can be quite high,
especially for a large capacity solid-state drives.

We propose a precision selection method that utilizes
the iteration count of the LDPC decoder. In this explana-
tion, we use the precision of 1.0, 1.4, and 2.0 bits because
the optimum operating range of the 1.7-bit precision is
quite narrow. As shown in Figure 9, when the RBER is
very low, such as less than 1.0 x 1073, the average iteration
count is around one even with 1-bit precision decoding.
Thus, employing the 1-bit precision is the best for low
energy decoding in this region. However, as the RBER

Energy Consumption [nJ/Byte]

Retention Time (hour ZK\\
G 1K

1

Figure 8 The total energy consumption for MSB pages with the number of PE cycles and retention time.

1

/

/ 2K
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grows and when it becomes approximately between 1.0 x
1073 and 1.79 x 1073, the decoding with 1-bit precision
for Flash memory output demands an increased num-
ber of iterations. Thus, we need to increase the precision
to 1.4-bit for low energy when the iteration count with
1-bit precision is repeatedly two or greater. Of course,
the opposite path is also needed. If the iteration count
is repeatedly only one with 1.4-bit precision, then it is
needed to lower the precision into 1-bit. A similar sce-
nario happens when the RBER is close to 3.0 x 1073. At
this region, the decoding with 1.4-bit demands the iter-
ation count of three or more. This means that it is the
time to increase the iteration count to 2-bit. Of course,
when the iteration count with 2-bit decoding is repeatedly
equal to or less than two, we need to decrease the pre-
cision to 1.4-bit. Since we increase the precision before
the decoding failure, we can avoid the energy loss and
delay.

The iteration count-based precision selection can also
be applied to adapt the reference voltages. When the bit
error pattern shows an asymmetric result, which means
that the number of errors from 1 to 0 is significantly
higher or lower than that from 0 to 1, we need to adjust
the sensing reference voltages and the direction is easily
determined by the error statistics. The channel estimation
is performed only when the iteration count with 2-bit
precision is repeatedly four or greater.

Concluding remarks

We studied the optimum output precision of NAND Flash
memory for low-energy soft-decision-based error correc-
tion. The energy consumed at NAND Flash memory as
well as the LDPC decoder is considered. This study shows
that the optimum precision of Flash memory data for soft-
decision LDPC decoding depends on the signal quality,

which implies that knowing the SNR of NAND Flash
memory is quite important for low-energy error correc-
tion. When the SNR is relatively high, the conventional
1-bit (hard-decision) decoding leads to the lowest energy
consumption because of minimum sensing and output
energy consumed at NAND Flash memory; however, as
the SNR decreases the optimum number of bits for low
energy needs to be increased. We find that the precision
of 1.4-bit for each output, which represents providing an
erasure region at each signal boundary, leads to minimum
energy decoding at a broad range of signal quality. We also
propose an adaptive, feedback-based, precision selection
scheme that needs virtually no overhead.
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