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[57] ABSTRACT

A sense amplifier that amplifies data signals in either a
normal mode or an altered mode. In the normal mode, the
data signals must be complementary of each other while in
the altered mode, the data signals may, but need not be,
complementary of each other. The sense amplifier includes
two sense amplifier stages, the first of which drives the
second, and each sense amplifier stage includes two identi-
cal sense amplifier circuits. A first input of each sense
amplifier in the first stage receives a respective data signal,
and a first input of each sense amplifier in the second stage
receives an output signal from a respective sense amplifier
in the first stage. In the normal mode, a mode control circuit
couples each of the other data signals to a respective second
input of each sense amplifier in the first stage so that the
sense amplifiers receive both of the complimentary data
signals at their differential inputs. In the altered mode, the
mode control circuit couples a reference voltage to the
second inputs of the sense amplifiers in the first stage so that
the sense amplifiers compare a respective data signal to the
reference voltage. The mode control circuit also alters the
operation of the second stage. In the normal mode, the mode
control circuit couples an output signal from the other sense
amplifier in the first stage to a respective second input of
each sense amplifier in the second stage so that the sense
amplifiers receive at their differential inputs both of the
complimentary output signals from each sense amplifier in
the first stage. In the altered mode, the mode control circuit
couples a data signal to the respective second input of each
sense amplifier in the second stage so that the sense ampli-
fiers compare an output signal from a respective sense
amplifier in the first stage to a respective data signal.

12 Claims, 8 Drawing Sheets
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SENSE AMPLIFIER FOR
COMPLEMENTARY OR NON-
COMPLEMENTARY DATA SIGNALS

CROSS-REFERENCE TO RELATED
APPLICATION

This application is a continuation of pending U.S. patent
application Ser. No. 08/899,524, filed Jul. 24, 1997.

TECHNICAL FIELD

This invention relates to sense amplifiers of the type used
in memory devices to sense the logic levels of complemen-
tary data signals, and more particularly, to a sense amplifier
that is capable of sensing the logic levels of data signals that
may be either complementary or non-complementary with
respect to each other.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

Complementary data signals are commonly used in a
variety of integrated circuits, such as memory devices,
including a synchronous dynamic random access memory
(SDRAM) 10 shown in FIG. 1. The SDRAM 10 includes an
address register 12 that receives either a row address or a
column address on an address bus 14. The address bus 14 is
generally coupled to a memory controller (not shown in FIG.
1). Typically, a row address is initially received by the
address register 12 and applied to a row address multiplexer
18. The row address multiplexer 18 couples the row address
to a number of components associated with either of two
memory banks 20, 22 depending upon the state of a bank
address bit forming part of the row address. Associated with
each of the memory banks 20, 22 is a respective row address
latch 26 which stores the row address, and a row decoder 28
which applies various signals to its respective array 20 or 22
as a function of the stored row address. The row address
multiplexer 18 also couples row addresses to the row
address latches 26 for the purpose of refreshing the memory
cells in the arrays 20, 22. The row addresses are generated
for refresh purposes by a refresh counter 30 which is
controlled by a refresh controller 32.

After the row address has been applied to the address
register 12 and stored in one of the row address latches 26,
a column address is applied to the address register 12. The
address register 12 couples the column address to a column
address latch 40. Depending on the operating mode of the
SDRAM 10, the column address is either coupled through a
burst counter 42 to a column address buffer 44, or to the
burst counter 42 which applies a sequence of column
addresses to the column address buffer 44 starting at the
column address output by the address register 12. In either
case, the column address buffer 44 applies a column address
to a column decoder 48 which applies various signals to
respective sense amplifiers and associated column circuitry
50, 52 for the respective arrays 20, 22.

Data to be read from one of the arrays 20, 22 is coupled
to the column circuitry 50, 52 for one of the arrays 20, 22,
respectively. The data is then coupled to a data output
register 56 which applies the data to a data bus 58. Data to
be written to one of the arrays 20, 22 is coupled from the data
bus 58 through a data input register 60 to the column
circuitry 50, 52 where it is transferred to one of the arrays
20, 22, respectively. A mask register 64 may be used to
selectively alter the flow of data into and out of the column
circuitry 50, 52, such as by selectively masking data to be
read from the arrays 20, 22.
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The above-described operation of the SDRAM 10 is
controlled by a command decoder 68 responsive to high
level command signals received on a control bus 70. These
high level command signals, which are typically generated
by a memory controller (not shown in FIG. 1), are a clock
enable signal CKE*, a clock signal CLK, a chip select signal
CS*, a write enable signal WE*, a row address strobe signal
RAS*, and a column address strobe signal CAS*, which the
“*” designating the signal as active low. The command
decoder 68 generates a sequence of command signals
responsive to the high level command signals to carry out
the function (e.g., a read or a write) designated by each of
the high level command signals. These command signals,
and the manner in which they accomplish their respective
functions, are conventional. Therefore, in the interest of
brevity, a further explanation of these control signals will be
omitted.

To best understand the disclosed embodiment of the
inventive sense amplifier, it is best to have an understanding
of a portion of the circuitry conventionally used in the
column circuitry 50, 52 and the data output register 56 in the
SDRAM 10 of FIG. 1. The column circuitry 50, 52 for each
of the memory arrays 20, 22 typically includes a sense
amplifier (not shown) for each column in each array 20, 22,
respectively. This sense amplifier will be referred to as a
digit line sense amplifier to distinguish it from sense ampli-
fiers of the type described and claimed herein which will
sometime be referred to as an array sense amplifier. The digit
line sense amplifier in the column circuitry 50, 52 for an
addressed column receives complimentary signals from a
pair of complimentary digit lines. The digit lines are, in turn,
coupled to a pair of complimentary I/O lines by column
addressing circuitry which is not shown in FIG. 1 for
purposes of brevity. There are generally a pair of I/O lines
included in each of the column circuitry 50, 52, i.e., one for
each of the arrays 20, 22. Each pair of I/O lines is selectively
coupled by a pair of complimentary data lines to the com-
plimentary inputs of an array sense amplifier (not shown)
included in the column circuitry 50, 52 or the data output
register 56. The output of the active array sense amplifier is
coupled to a bit of the data bus 58.

In the past, attempts have been made to expedite testing
by reading data from the arrays 20, 22 using data compres-
sion in which the data from two or more memory cells in the
arrays 20, 22 are combined to provide a single output. One
technique for accomplishing this data compression has been
by coupling the output terminals of several array sense
amplifiers to comparison circuitry fabricated on the inte-
grated circuit along with the memory device 10. Although
this approach does expedite testing, there are nevertheless
several problems in implementing this concept in increasing
compact integrated circuit memory devices. At least some of
these problems could be largely solved if data compression
could occur “upstream” from the array sense amplifier.
However, upstream data compression would inherently
require that the array sense amplifier be capable of ampli-
fying a pair of signals that may not be complimentary of
each other. Unfortunately conventional array sense ampli-
fiers are incapable of amplifying non-complimentary input
signals, particularly amplifiers that can sufficiently amplify
input signals that, while complementary, differ only slightly
from each other. Yet substantial amplification of the input
signals is necessary so that the outputs of the array sense
amplifier can be interpreted as logic “0” and “1” values.

One embodiment of a conventional sense amplifier circuit
is illustrated in FIG. 2. The sense amplifier circuit 100
includes a pair of PMOS transistors 112, 114 having their
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sources connected to a supply voltage VCC and their gates
coupled to each other and to the drain of one of the PMOS
transistors 114. In this configuration, the transistors 112, 114
act as current mirrors so that the current I, through the
PMOS transistor 112 will be the same as the current I,
through the PMOS transistor 114.

The drains of the PMOS transistors 112, 114 are con-
nected to the drains of respective NMOS sense transistors
120, 122. The gate of one sense transistor 120 is coupled to
the data line D while the gate of the other sense transistor
122 is coupled to the complement of the data line D*. The
sources of the sense transistors 120, 122 are coupled to
ground through an NMOS bias transistor 126 which is
biased on by coupling its gate to a voltage V' which may be
VCC or some other voltage between VCC and V,, the
transition voltage of the transistor 126.

Although not required for the operation of the sense
amplifier circuit 100, a PMOS equilibration transistor 130 is
coupled between the drains of the sense transistors 120, 122
to equalize their voltages prior to receipt of the complemen-
tary data signals D and D*. The drain of one of the sense
transistors 120 is used as the output line 132 of the sense
amplifier circuit 100.

The operation of the sense amplifier circuit 100 illustrated
in FIG. 2 will be explained using exemplary voltage levels
which are indicated in parentheses in FIG. 2. However, it
will be understood that these voltage levels are provided
only as examples since other voltage levels are often present
in conventional sense amplifiers. Further, it will be assumed
that VCC for the sense amplifier circuit 100 is 3.3 volts and
that a logic “1” level of 3.2 volts is coupled to the gate of the
sense transistor 120 while a logic “0” voltage of 2.9 volts is
coupled to the gate of the sense transistor 122.

Insofar as the voltage applied to the gate of the sense
transistor 120 is greater than the voltage applied to the gate
of the sense transistor 122, the transistor 120 is turned on to
a greater degree than transistor 122. As a result, the source
to gate resistance of the transistor 120 is lower than the
source to gate resistance of the transistor 122. As mentioned
above, the PMOS transistors 112, 114 are configured as a
current mirror so that I, and I, are equal to each other. As a
result, the voltage across the lower resistance sense transis-
tor 120 is lower than the voltage across the higher resistance
sense transistor 122. For this reason, using the example
shown in FIG. 2, the drain of the sense transistor 120 is at
2.7 volts while the drain of the sense transistor 122 is at 3.3
volts. The sense amplifier circuit 100 has thus boosted the
differential between the complementary signals from 0.3
volts (i.e., 3.2-2.9) to 0.6 volts (i.e., 3.3-2.7). Prior to
applying the complementary signals to the gates of the sense
transistors 120, 122, the equilibration transistor 130 is turned
on by conventional circuitry to place the drains of the sense
transistors 120, 122 at a suitable voltage between 2.7 volts
and 3.3 volts, e.g. 3.0 volts. As a result, it is necessary for
the drain of either transistor 120, 122 to change by only 0.3
volts when the differential data signals are applied to the
gates of the sense transistors 120, 122. The bias transistor
126 is provided to raise the absolute voltages at the drains of
the source transistors 120, 122 to a suitable level since the
voltage across the sense transistors 120, 122 is boosted by
the voltage across the bias transistor 126. The sense ampli-
fier circuit 100 is thus a differential amplifier that compares
the voltage applied to the gate of one sense transistor 120 to
the voltage applied to the gate of the other sense transistor
122.

In operation, the voltage at the drain of the sense transistor
120 changes to a greater extent than the voltage at the drain
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of the sense transistor. 122 because the drain of the PMOS
transistor 112 is not coupled to the gate of the transistor 112.
On the other hand, coupling the drain of the PMOS transistor
114 to its gate limits the magnitude of the change in voltage
at the gate of the sense transistor 122. Thus, in practice, the
drain of the sense transistor 120 is generally preferred for
use as the output node thus causing the sense amplifier
circuit 100 to function as an inverting differential amplifier.

In practice, the sense amplifier circuit 100 illustrated in
FIG. 2 is commonly used in the quad configuration shown
in FIG. 3. The sense amplifier 140 shown in FIG. 3 uses two
amplifier stages 142, 144 cach of which consists of two
sense amplifiers 100 of the type illustrated in FIG. 2.

As mentioned above, the drain of the PMOS transistor 112
changes to a larger extent than the voltage on the drain of the
PMOS transistor 114 because the drain of the transistor 112
is not coupled to the gates of the PMOS transistors 112, 114.
For this reason, using the drains of the sense transistors 120,
122 as differential outputs of each sense amplifier circuit 100
would result in an unbalance. Two sense amplifiers 100 are
therefore used for each stage 142, 144. Further, two stages
142, 144 are used to provide a sufficient voltage differential
on output lines 150, 152.

Each of the sense amplifiers 100 operates in essentially
the same manner as explained above with reference to FIG.
2. Thus, the sense amplifier circuit 100a receives the data
input D and its complement D* and generates an output
corresponding to D*-D. Although an output signal is also
generated at the drain of the PMOS transistor 114, it is not
used because, as explained above, the change in voltage as
a function of D*-D is greater at the drain of the PMOS
transistor 112. Similarly, the sense amplifier circuit 1005
receives the data signal D and its complement D* and
generates an output signal that is proportional to D-D*.
Since the output of the sense amplifier circuit 1005 is also
generated at the drain of the PMOS transistor 112, the sense
amplifier circuit 1005 has essentially the same topography as
the sense amplifier circuit 100a. As a result, the change in
voltage at the output of the sense amplifier circuit 100a
corresponding to D*-D changes by the same magnitude as
the output of the sense amplifier circuit 100b responsive to
D-D*.

The balanced outputs from the first stage 142 are then
applied to the second stage 144. More specifically, the sense
amplifier circuit 100c receives the output of the sense
amplifier circuit 100a (which is proportional to D-D*) and
compares it to the output of the sense amplifier circuit 100b
(which is proportional to D*-D). The output signal on
output line 150 is thus proportional to (D-D*)—~(D*-D) or
2D-2D*. Similarly, since the output signal of the sense
amplifier circuit 1004 is proportional to the output of the
sense amplifier circuit 100a less the output from the sense
amplifier circuit 1005, the output of the sense amplifier stage
144 on output line 152 is proportional to (D¥*-D)—(D-D*) or
2D*-2D. The differential output between lines 150 and 152
is thus (2D-2D*)—(2D*-2D) or 4D-4D*.

It will be apparent from the above formula and the
explanation of the sense amplifier 140 shown in FIG. 3 that
it is capable of amplifying only signals that are differential
or complementary with respect to each other. However, there
are some instances in which it is desirable for an array sense
amplifier to be able to receive and amplify data signals that
are not complementary with respect to each other. While a
separate amplifier for amplifying non-complementary data
signals could be provided for this purpose, providing this
additional circuitry would increase the cost of memory
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devices containing both types of amplifiers. Providing sepa-
rate complementary and non-complementary sense amplifi-
ers may not be cost effective in many situations since the
data signals may be non-complementary for very limited
operating modes, such as in production test modes. There is
therefore a need for a sense amplifier that can amplify
complementary data signals in normal operation yet, without
adding an extensive amount of circuitry, can also amplify
data signals that are not complementary with respect to each
other.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

The inventive sense amplifier senses the logic levels of
first and second data signals that may but need not be
complementary of each other. The sense amplifier includes
at least two differential amplifiers each of which has first and
second input terminals and at least one output terminal on
which an output signal is generated corresponding to the
difference in magnitudes between the data signals applied to
the first and second input terminals. One of the differential
amplifiers receives the first data signal at its first input
terminal and a first comparison signal at its second input
terminal. The other differential amplifier receives the second
data signal at its first input terminal and a second comparison
signal at its second input terminal. A mode circuit allows the
sense amplifier to function in either a normal, complemen-
tary mode or an altered, complementary/non-
complementary mode. The mode circuit includes a switch
which, in the complementary mode, couples the second data
signal to the second input terminal of one differential
amplifier, and the first data signal to the second input
terminal of the other differential amplifier. In the altered
mode, the switch couples a reference voltage to the second
input terminals of both differential amplifiers. The reference
voltage is less than a first logic level of the first and second
data signals and greater than a second logic level of the first
and second data signals.

The above-described elements may compose the first
stage of a two stage sense amplifier. In such case, the second
stage of the sense amplifier may be formed by another pair
of differential amplifiers each of which have first and second
input terminals and an output terminal. The first input
terminal of one differential amplifier is coupled to the output
terminal of one of the differential amplifiers in the first stage.
Similarly, the first input terminal of the other differential
amplifier in the second stage is coupled to the output
terminal of the other differential amplifier in the first stage.
A second mode circuit includes a second switch which, in
the normal mode, couples the second input terminal of one
differential amplifier in the second stage to the output of one
differential amplifier in the first stage and the second input
terminal of the other differential amplifier in the second
stage to the output of the other differential amplifier in the
first stage. In the altered mode, the second switch couples the
second input terminal of one differential amplifier in the
second state to the first data signal and the second input
terminal of the other differential amplifier in the second
stage to the second data signal.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG. 1 is a block diagram of a conventional memory
device that may use an embodiment of an array sense
amplifier in accordance with the present invention.

FIG. 2 is a schematic diagram of a conventional sense
amplifier circuit.

FIG. 3 is a schematic diagram of a conventional sense
amplifier using several of the sense amplifier circuits shown
in FIG. 2.
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FIG. 4 is a schematic diagram of one embodiment of a
sense amplifier according to the present invention.

FIGS. 5-7 are waveform diagrams showing the manner in
which the sense amplifier of FIG. 4 responds to various input
signals.

FIG. 8 is a block diagram of a computer system using the
memory device of FIG. 1 containing the sense amplifier of
FIG. 4.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE
INVENTION

One embodiment of a sense amplifier 160 that can operate
in two modes to amplify complementary or non-
complementary signals is illustrated in FIG. 4. Significantly,
the sense amplifier 160 is able to perform this dual mode
function using substantially the same sense amplifier cir-
cuitry shown in FIG. 3 with the addition of only a mode
control circuit 170. Thus, in the interest of brevity, the
components of the sense amplifier 160 shown in FIG. 4 that
are identical to the components in the sense amplifier 140 of
FIG. 3 have been provided with the same reference
numerals, and an explanation of their operation will not be
repeated.

The mode control circuit 170 includes a first pair of
PMOS transistors 172, 174 that selectively couple the
complementary data signal D* and the data signal D to the
inputs of the sense amplifiers 1004, 1005, respectively. The
mode control circuit 170 also includes a second pair of
PMOS transistors 176, 178 that selectively couple a refer-
ence voltage Vg to the inputs of the sense amplifiers 1004,
1005. The PMOS transistors 176, 178 are switched by a
signal control CONTROL applied to their gates, while the
PMOS transistors 172, 174 are switched by the complement
of the control CONTROL signal generated at the outputs of
inverters 180, 182.

In operation, when CONTROL is high, the outputs of the
inverters 180, 182 are low, thereby turning ON the PMOS
transistors 172, 174. In this configuration, the complemen-
tary data signal D* is coupled to one input of the sense
amplifier circuit 100a while the data signal D is coupled to
the other input of the sense amplifier circuit 100a. Similarly,
the data signal D is coupled to one input of the sense
amplifier circuit 100 while the complementary data signal
D* is coupled to the other input of the sense amplifier circuit
1005. Therefore, when the PMOS transistors 172, 174 are
ON, the sense amplifiers 100a and 100b compare the data
signals D and D* to each other in the same manner as
explained above with reference to FIG. 3.

When the CONTROL signal is low, the PMOS transistors
172, 174 are switched OFF by respective high signals at the
output of the inverters 180, 182. However, the low CON-
TROL signal applied to the gates of the PMOS transistors
176, 178 turn ON the transistors 176, 178. The transistors
176, 178 thus couple the reference voltage Vggr to the
inputs of the sense amplifiers 100z and 100b. In this
configuration, the sense amplifier circuit 100a compares the
data signal D to the reference voltage Vg while the sense
amplifier circuit 100b compares the complementary data
signal D* to the reference voltage V.. Since the data
signals D and D* are compared to a fixed reference voltage
rather than to each other, the sense amplifiers 1004, 1005 are
capable of amplifying input signals D and D* that are not
complementary of each other. However, the voltage for the
reference voltage V. must be selected so that the Vg, is
between the logic “1” level and the logic “0” level of the data
signals D and D*.
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The mode control circuit 170 also includes similar cir-
cuitry for controlling the operation of the second stage of the
sense amplifier 160. In normal operation, a high CONTROL
signal applied through inverters 190, 192 turns ON PMOS
transistors 194, 196 to couple the output of the sense
amplifier circuit 1005 to the input of the sense amplifier
circuit 100c and to couple the output of the sense amplifier
circuit 100z to the input of the sense amplifier circuit 1004d.
In this configuration, the sense amplifier 160 is thus identical
to the sense amplifier 140 of FIG. 2 and operates in the same
manner as explained above. However, when the CONTROL
signal is low, another pair of PMOS transistors 200, 202 is
turned on to couple the input of the amplifier 100c to the data
signal D rather than to the output of the sense amplifier
circuit 1005, and to couple the input of the amplifier 100d to
the complementary data signal D* rather than to the output
of the sense amplifier circuit 100a.

In operation in the altered non-complementary mode, the
output of the sense amplifier circuit 100a will be propor-
tional to Vg.—D. Similarly, the output of the sense ampli-
fier circuit 1006 will be proportional to Vgz—D*. The
output of the sense amplifier circuit 100c¢ is proportional to
the data signal D less the output from the amplifier 100g, i.c.,
Vixer—D. Thus, the output DR of the amplifier 100c¢ at output
line 150 is proportional to 2D-V.,.. Similarly, since the
output DR* of the sense amplifier circuit 100d is propor-
tional to the complementary data signal D* less the output
from the sense amplifier circuit 1005, i.e., Vgzzz—D*, the
output DR* of the sense amplifier circuit 1004 on line 152
is thus D=(Vgzz—D*) or 2D*~V .. Thus, the sense ampli-
fier 160 shown in FIG. 4 can sense and amplify signals that
are non-complementary with respect to each other and it can
also sense and amplify signals that are complementary with
respect to each other. However, when receiving complemen-
tary data signals, the differential voltage between the output
lines of the sense amplifiers 100c and 1004 will be propor-
tional to (2D=Vggr)-(2D=Vp ) or 2D-2D*.

It will be recalled that, in the normal operating mode
explained above with reference to FIG. 3, the differential
output is 4D-4D*. The reason for the greater differential in
the normal mode as compared to the altered mode when
CONTROL is low is that comparing the data signals to their
complements rather than to a fixed reference voltage results
in a greater differential. For this reason, although the sense
amplifier 160 could eliminate the mode control circuit 170
and permanently connect the reference voltage Vg to the
sense amplifier inputs, it is preferable that the mode control
circuit 170 be included to couple the complementary data
signals to the sense amplifier inputs in the normal mode.

The dynamic operation of the sense amplifier 160 is
illustrated in the waveform diagrams of FIGS. 5-7. In each
of these FIGS. 5-7, the response of the sense amplifier is
shown in the altered mode on the left-hand side and in the
normal mode on the right-hand side. Shown on the left-hand
side of FIG. 5, the DR and DR* outputs are equilibrated at
approximately 2.1 volts followed by a data signal D that is
driven high to 2.5 volts and a complementary data signal D*
that is driven low to about 1.6 volts. In response thereto, the
DR output remains at 2.5 volts while the DR* output is
driven low to approximately O volts. The left-hand side of
FIG. §, therefore, illustrates how the sense amplifier 160 can
operate in the altered mode to generate complementary DR
and DR* outputs responsive to complementary data signals
D and D*.

With reference to the right-hand side of FIG. 5, the
operation of the sense amplifier 160 is shown in the normal
mode responsive to the same input signals as the left-hand
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side of FIG. 5. It will be seen that the output signals DR and
DR* are substantially the same as shown on the left-hand
side of FIG. 5. However, the output signals DR and DR* are
driven to their logic “1” and logic “0” states sooner because
of the increased differential signals applied to the input of
the sense amplifiers 100q, 1005 in the normal mode as
explained above.

The response of the sense amplifier 160 to non-
complementary logic “0” input signals D and D* is illus-
trated in FIG. 6. As shown on the left-hand side of FIG. 6,
the input signals D and D* are initially equilibrated at about
2.1 volts and are then driven low to about 1.6 volts. In
response thereto, the DR and DR* output signals are both
driven low from an equilibration level of about 2.5 volts to
substantially 0 volts. When the sense amplifier 160 is in the
normal mode as illustrated on the right-hand side of FIG. 6,
the output signals DR and DR* are unpredictable and
undefined.

The left-hand side of FIG. 7 shows the response of the
sense amplifier 160 to non-complementary logic “1” input
signals D and D*. The input signals D and D* are initially
at 2.1 volts and then both driven high to about 2.5 volts. In
response, the output signals DR and DR* remain at their 2.5
volt equilibration level corresponding to logic “1.” On the
other hand, as shown on the right-hand side of FIG. 7, the
sense amplifier 160 responds to the same high D and D*
signals in the normal mode in an unpredictable manner.

It is therefore seen that the sense amplifier 160 is able to
operate in two modes using relatively little additional cir-
cuitry as compared to conventional sense amplifiers. In one
mode, it operates in essentially the same manner as conven-
tional sense amplifiers without any substantial degradation
in performance. In the altered mode, it is able to detect and
amplify data signals that may be either complementary or
non-complementary.

FIG. 8 is a block diagram of a computer system 300 which
includes the SDRAM 10 of FIGS. 1 including the sense
amplifier 160 of FIG. 4 in its data output register 56 (FIG.
1). The computer system 300 includes a processor 302 for
performing various computing functions, such as executing
specific software to perform specific calculations or tasks.
The processor 302 includes a processor bus 304 that nor-
mally includes an address bus, a control bus, and a data bus.
In addition, the computer system 300 includes one or more
input devices 314, such as a keyboard or a mouse, coupled
to the processor 302 to allow an operator to interface with
the computer system 300. Typically, the computer system
300 also includes one or more output devices 316 coupled to
the processor 302, such output devices typically being a
printer or a video terminal. One or more data storage devices
318 are also typically coupled to the processor 302 to allow
the processor to store data or retrieve data from internal or
external storage media (not shown). Examples of typical
storage devices 318 include hard and floppy disks, tape
cassettes, and compact disk read-only memories (CD-
ROMSs). The processor 302 is also typically coupled to cache
memory 326, which is usually static random access memory
(“SRAM”) and to the SDRAM 10 through a memory
controller 330. The memory controller 330 normally
includes the control bus 70 and the address bus 14 that is
coupled to the SDRAM 10. The data bus 58 may be coupled
to the processor bus 304 either directly (as shown), through
the memory controller 330, or by some other means.

From the foregoing it will be appreciated that, although
specific embodiments of the invention have been described
herein for purposes of illustration, various modifications
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may be made without deviating from the spirit and scope of
the invention. For example, although the sense amplifier is
explained as being used in the column circuitry or output
data path of an SDRAM, it will be understood that it may be
advantageously used in other types of memory devices or
even other types of integrated circuits where either compli-
mentary or non-complimentary signals must be amplified.
Accordingly, the invention is not limited except as by the
appended claims.

We claim:

1. A method of sensing the logic level of first and second
data signals, comprising, in a normal mode, comparing the
first and second data signals to each other and generating a
first output signal indicative of whether the first data signal
is greater than the second data signal, and generating a
second output signal indicative of whether the second data
signal is greater than the first data signal, and, in an altered
mode, comparing the first and second data signals to a
reference voltage and generating as the first output signal a
signal indicative of whether the first data signal is greater
than the reference voltage, and generating as the second
output signal a signal indicative of whether the second data
signal is greater than the reference voltage.

2. The method of claim 1, further comprising:

in the normal mode, comparing the first output signal to
the second output signal and providing a third output
signal indicative of whether the first output signal is
greater than the second output signal;

in the normal mode, comparing the second output signal
to the first output signal and providing a fourth output
signal indicative of whether the second output signal is
greater than the first output signal;

in the altered mode, comparing the first output signal to
the first data signal and providing a signal as the third
output signal indicative of whether the first output
signal is greater than the first data signal; and

in the altered mode, comparing the second output signal
to the second data signal and providing a signal as the
fourth output signal indicative of whether the second
output signal is greater than the second data signal.

3. The method of claim 1 wherein the first and second data
signals are at either of substantially first and second voltage
levels, and wherein the reference voltage is substantially
midway between the first and second voltage levels.

4. A method of sensing the logic level of first and second
data signals, comprising, in a normal mode, comparing the
first and second data signals to each other and generating a
first output signal indicative of whether the first data signal
is greater than the second data signal, and, in an altered
mode, comparing at least one of the first and second data
signals to a first reference voltage and generating a second
output signal indicative of whether the compared data signal
is greater than the first reference voltage.

10

5. The method of claim 4 wherein the first and second

output signals are generated at a common output terminal.

6. The method of claim 4 wherein the first data signal is

compared to the first reference voltage, and wherein the

5 method further comprises comparing the second data signal

to a second reference voltage and generating a third output

signal indicative of whether the second data signal is greater
than the second reference voltage.

7. The method of claim 6 wherein the first and second
reference voltages have the same magnitude.

8. The method of claim 4 wherein the first and second data
signals are at either of substantially first and second voltage
levels, and wherein the first reference voltage is substantially
midway between the first and second voltage levels.

9. A method of sensing the logic level of first and second
data signals, comprising, in a normal mode, comparing the
first and second data signals to each other and generating a
first output signal indicative of whether the first data signal
is greater than the second data signal, and generating a
second output signal indicative of whether the second data
signal is greater than the first data signal, and, in an altered
mode, comparing the first data signal to a first reference
voltage and generating as the first output signal a signal
indicative of whether the first data signal is greater than a
first reference voltage, and comparing the second data signal
to a second reference voltage and generating as the second
output signal a signal indicative of whether the second data
signal is greater than the reference voltage.

10. The method of claim 9 wherein the first and second
reference voltages have the same magnitude.

11. The method of claim 9, further comprising:
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in the normal mode, comparing the first output signal to
the second output signal and providing a third output
signal indicative of whether the first output signal is

35 greater than the second output signal;

in the normal mode, comparing the second output signal
to the first output signal and providing a fourth output
signal indicative of whether the second output signal is

0 greater than the first output signal;
in the altered mode, comparing the first output signal to

the first data signal and providing a signal as the third
output signal indicative of whether the first output
signal is greater than the first data signal; and

in the altered mode, comparing the second output signal
to the second data signal and providing a signal as the
fourth output signal indicative of whether the second
output signal is greater than the second data signal.
12. The method of claim 9 wherein the first and second
data signals are at either of substantially first and second
voltage levels, and wherein the reference voltage is substan-
tially midway between the first and second voltage levels.
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