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METHOD OF CONTROLLING A
SEMICONDUCTOR MEMORY INCLUDING
MEMORY CELLS AND A WORD LINE

CROSS-REFERENCE TO RELATED
APPLICATIONS

This application is a continuation of U.S. application Ser.
No. 16/892,817 filed Jun. 4, 2020, which is a continuation of
U.S. application Ser. No. 16/291,281, filed Mar. 4, 2019, and
is based upon and claims the benefit of priority from
Japanese Patent Application No. 2018-174175, filed Sep. 18,
2018; the entire contents of each of which are incorporated
herein by reference.

FIELD

Embodiments described herein relate generally to a
memory system.

BACKGROUND

A memory system including a semiconductor memory
and a controller that controls the semiconductor memory is
known.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE VIEWS OF THE
DRAWINGS

FIG. 1 shows components and connections in a memory
system according to a first embodiment and associated
components;

FIG. 2 shows an example of several components and
connections in a memory cell array according to the first
embodiment;

FIG. 3 shows the distribution of the threshold voltages of
memory cell transistors each configured to store four-bit
data according to the first embodiment;

FIG. 4 shows components and connections in a sense
amplifier according to the first embodiment;

FIG. 5 is a flowchart showing an operation according to
the first embodiment;

FIG. 6 shows voltages applied to a selected word line
along the time when a lower page is selected according to
the first embodiment;

FIG. 7 shows voltages applied to a selected word line
along the time when a middle page is selected according to
the first embodiment;

FIG. 8 shows voltages applied to a selected word line
along the time when an upper page is selected according to
the first embodiment;

FIG. 9 shows voltages applied to a selected word line
along the time when a top page is selected according to the
first embodiment;

FIG. 10 is a sub-flowchart when a lower page is selected
according to the first embodiment;

FIG. 11 shows voltages applied to a selected word line
along the time during shift read from a lower page according
to the first embodiment;

FIG. 12 shows an example of various data obtained by
reads according to the first embodiment;

FIG. 13 shows an example of separation data obtained
according to the first embodiment;

FIG. 14 shows an example of separation data obtained
according to the first embodiment;

FIG. 15 shows an example of separation data obtained
according to the first embodiment;
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FIG. 16 shows an example of separation data obtained
according to the first embodiment;

FIG. 17 shows processing according to the first embodi-
ment;

FIG. 18 is a sub-flowchart when a middle page is selected
according to the first embodiment;

FIG. 19 shows voltages applied to a selected word along
the time during shift read from a middle page according to
the first embodiment;

FIG. 20 is a sub-flowchart when an upper page is selected
according to the first embodiment;

FIG. 21 shows voltages applied to a selected word line
along the time during shift read from an upper page accord-
ing to the first embodiment;

FIG. 22 is a sub-flowchart when a top page is selected
according to the first embodiment;

FIG. 23 shows voltages applied to a selected word line
along the time during shift read from a top page according
to the first embodiment;

FIG. 24 is a flowchart showing an operation according to
the second embodiment;

FIG. 25 is a flowchart showing an operation according to
the second embodiment;

FIG. 26 is a flowchart showing an operation according to
the third embodiment;

FIG. 27 shows voltages applied to a selected word line
along the time during an operation according to the third
embodiment;

FIG. 28 is a flowchart showing an operation according to
the fourth embodiment;

FIG. 29 shows an example of separation data obtained
according to the fourth embodiment;

FIG. 30 is a sub-flowchart showing an operation of a
memory system according to the fourth embodiment;

FIG. 31 shows a relationship between differences in “1”
data bit count and threshold voltages obtained according to
the fourth embodiment;

FIG. 32 shows a concept of a method of determining a
valley position according to the fourth embodiment;

FIG. 33 shows a distribution of threshold voltages con-
cerning two adjacent states according to a fifth embodiment;

FIG. 34 shows a flowchart for an operation according to
the fifth embodiment;

FIG. 35 shows data used in the fifth embodiment;

FIG. 36 shows search ranges for reference; and

FIG. 37 shows search ranges according to the fifth
embodiment.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

According to one embodiment, a memory system includes
a semiconductor memory and a controller. The semiconduc-
tor memory includes memory cells and a word line coupled
to the memory cells. The controller is configured to write
four-bit data in each of the memory cells, and read first data
item from the memory cells through application of a first
voltage to the word line. The controller is further configured
to read a plurality of second data items by repeating a first
operation of reading data including data of respective first
bits of the memory cells through application of two voltages
to the word line at different timings while changing the two
voltages in each first operation from the two voltages in
another first operation. The controller is further configured
to mask part of each of the second data items using the first
data.

Embodiments will now be described with reference to the
figures. In the following description, components with sub-
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stantially the same functionalities and configurations will be
referred to with the same reference numerals, and repeated
descriptions may be omitted. The entire description for a
particular embodiment also applies to another embodiment
unless it is explicitly mentioned otherwise or obviously
eliminated.

Each functional block can be implemented as hardware,
computer software, or combination of the both. For this
reason, in order to clearly illustrate that each block can be
any of hardware, software or combination, descriptions will
be made in terms of their functionalities in general. It is not
necessary that functional blocks are distinguished as in the
following examples. For example, some of the functions
may be implemented by functional blocks different from
those illustrated below. Furthermore, an illustrated func-
tional block may be divided into functional sub-blocks.

Moreover, any step in a flow of a method of an embodi-
ment is not limited to any illustrated order, and can occur in
an order different from an illustrated order and/or can occur
concurrently with another step.

In the specification and the claims, a phrase of a particular
first component being “coupled” to another second compo-
nent includes the first component being coupled to the
second component either directly or via one or more com-
ponents which are always or selectively conductive.

First Embodiment

<1.1. Structure (Configuration)>

FIG. 1 shows components and connections in a memory
system according to the first embodiment and associated
components. As shown in FIG. 1, a memory system 5 is
controlled by a host device 3 and includes a semiconductor
memory 1 and a memory controller 2 which are. The
memory system 5 can be, for example, an solid state drive
(SSD) or SD™ card.

The memory controller 2 controls the semiconductor
memory 1. The memory controller 2 receives instructions
from the host device 3, and controls the semiconductor
memory 1 based on the received instructions.

<1.1.1. Memory Controller>

The memory controller 2 includes a host interface 21, a
central processing unit (CPU) 22, a random access memory
(RAM) 23, a read only memory (ROM) 24, a memory
interface 25, and an error correction code (ECC) circuit 26.
The memory controller 2 executes various operations and
some of the functions of the host interface 21 and the
memory interface 25 by causing the CPU 22 to execute
firmware (or, programs) stored in the ROM 24 and loaded in
the RAM 23. The RAM 23 further temporarily stores data
and functions as a buffer memory and a cash memory.

The host interface 21 is connected to the host device 3 via
a bus and controls communications between the memory
controller 2 and the host device 3. The memory interface 25
is connected to the semiconductor memory 1 and controls
communications between the memory controller 2 and the
semiconductor memory 1.

The ECC circuit 26 performs processing required to
detect and correct errors in data written in the semiconductor
memory 1 and data read from the semiconductor memory 1.
More specifically, the ECC circuit 26 generates redundant
data for correcting an error in data to be written in the
semiconductor memory 1 (or, substantial write data). The
generated redundant data and the substantial write data are
then written in the semiconductor memory 1. The ECC
circuit 26 detects an error in data read from the semicon-
ductor memory 1, and tries to correct an error if any.
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<1.1.2. Semiconductor Memory>

The semiconductor memory 1 includes components such
as a memory cell array 11, an input and output circuit 12, a
sequencer 13, a driver 15, a sense amplifier 16, and a row
decoder 19.

The memory cell array 11 includes memory blocks BLK
such as BLKO0, BLK1 . ... Each block BLK is a set of string
units SU such as SUO, SUL, . . . . Each string unit SU is a
set of NAND strings STR such as STR0, STR1, . . . (not
shown). The string STR includes memory cell transistors
MT.

The input and output circuit 12 is connected to the
memory controller 2 via a NAND bus. The NAND bus
transmits control signals and a signal DQ having a width of
eight bits. The control signals include signals —CE, CLE,
ALE, —WE, —RE, and — WP and data strobe signals DQS
and —DQS. The symbol “~ indicates inverted logic. The
input and output circuit 12 receives and receives the signal
DQ. The input and output circuit 12 receives some control
signals from the memory controller 2 and fetches and
outputs the signal DQ based on the received control signals.
The signal DQ includes a command (CMD), write or read
data (DAT), address (ADD), and status (STA).

The sequencer 13 receives the command CMD and the
address ADD from the input and output circuit 12, and
controls driver 15, the sense amplifier 16, and the row
decoder 19 based on the received command CMD and the
address ADD.

The driver 15 supplies a selected one of potentials to the
row decoder 19. The row decoder 19 receives various
potentials from the driver 15 and the address ADD from the
input and output circuit 12, and transfers the potential from
the driver 15 to one block BLK selected based on the
received address ADD.

The sense amplifier 16 senses a state of memory cell
transistors M T, generates read data based on the sensed state,
and transfers write data to the memory cell transistors MT.

<1.1.3. Memory Cell Array>

FIG. 2 shows an example of several components and
connections in the memory cell array 11 according to the
first embodiment, and shows components and connections in
one block BLKO0 and associated components. A plurality of
blocks BLK, for example, all blocks BLK, each include the
components and the connections shown in FIG. 2.

One block BLK includes a plurality of (for example, four)
string units SUO to SU3.

In each block BLK, each of p (where p is a natural
number) bit lines BL.0 to BL(p-1) is connected to one string
STR from each of the string units SU0 to SU3.

Each string STR includes one select gate transistor ST, a
plurality of, for example, eight memory cell transistors MT
such as MT0 to MT7, and one select gate transistor DT such
as DT0, DT1, DT2, or DT3. The transistors ST, MT, and DT
are coupled in series in this order between a source line
CELSRC and one bit line BL.. A memory cell transistor MT
includes a control gate electrode (word line WL) and a
charge storage layer insulated from the surroundings, and
can store data in a nonvolatile manner based on the amount
of charge in the charge storage layer.

The strings STR respectively coupled to different bit lines
BL constitute one string unit SU. In each string unit SU, the
control gate electrodes of the memory cell transistors MT0
to MT7 are respectively coupled to word lines WL0 to WL7.
In addition, in each block BLK, word lines WL with the
same address in different string units SU are coupled to each
other. A set of memory cell transistors MT sharing a word
line WL in one string unit SU is referred to as a cell unit CU.
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Transistors DT0 to DT3 respectively belong to the string
units SUO to SU3. In each case with a=0 to 3, the gates of
respective transistors DTa of respective strings STR of a
string unit SUa is coupled to a select gate line SGDLa. The
gates of the transistors ST are coupled to a select gate line
SGSL.

<1.1.4. Cell Transistors>

The memory cell transistors MT will be described with
reference to FIG. 3. The semiconductor memory 1 can store
data of two bits or more in one memory cell transistor MT.
FIG. 3 shows a distribution of the threshold voltages of the
memory cell transistors MT each storing four-bit data as a
result of data write in the memory system 5 according to the
first embodiment. The threshold voltage of each memory
cell transistor MT has a value corresponding to the stored
data. When storing four-bit data per memory cell transistor
MT, each memory cell transistor MT can have one of 2*=16
threshold voltages. The 16 threshold voltages respectively
correspond to states of storing “1111” data, “1110” data,
“1010” data, “1000” data, “1001” data, “0001” data, “0000”
data, “0010” data, “0110” data, “0100” data, “1100” data,
“1101” data, “0101” data, “0111” data, “0011” data, and
“1011” data. The memory cell transistors MT respectively
storing “1111” data, “1110” data, “1010” data, “1000” data,
“1001” data, “0001” data, “0000” data, “0010” data, “0110”
data, “0100” data, “1100” data, “1101” data, “0101” data,
“0111” data, <0011~ data, and “1011” data are referred to as
being in Er, A, B,C,D,E,FG,H, L I, K, L, M, N, and O
states. The memory cell transistors MT in Er, A, B, C, D, E,
FG H L J K L, M, N, and O states respectively have
higher threshold voltages in this order.

Even a plurality of memory cell transistors MT that store
identical four-bit data can have different threshold voltages
due to variations in the characteristics of the memory cell
transistors MT. Referring to FIG. 3 and subsequent draw-
ings, although the distribution of threshold voltages is indi-
cated by a continuous curve, the numbers of memory cell
transistors MT are discrete.

In order to determine the data stored in a memory cell
transistor MT as a read target, the state of the memory cell
transistor MT is determined. The state determination is
performed by using read voltages VA, VB, VC, VD, VE, VF,
VG, VH, VI, VI, VK, VL, VM, VN, and VO. A voltage
having a magnitude to be applied to the memory cell
transistor MT as a read target to determine the state of the
memory cell transistor MT, including read voltages VA, VB,
VC, VD, VE, VF, VG, VH, VI, V], VK, VL, VM, VN, and
VO may be referred as a read voltage VCGR hereinafter.

The read voltage VA is higher than the highest threshold
voltage of the memory cell transistor MT in Er state, and is
lower than the lowest threshold voltage of the memory cell
transistor MT in A state immediately after the write.

The read voltage VB is higher than the highest threshold
voltage of the memory cell transistor MT in A state imme-
diately after the write, and is lower than the lowest threshold
voltage of the memory cell transistor MT in B state imme-
diately after the write.

The read voltage VC is higher than the highest threshold
voltage of the memory cell transistor MT in B state imme-
diately after the write, and is lower than the lowest threshold
voltage of the memory cell transistor MT in C state imme-
diately after the write.

The read voltage VD is higher than the highest threshold
voltage of the memory cell transistor MT in C state imme-
diately after the write, and is lower than the lowest threshold
voltage of the memory cell transistor MT in D state imme-
diately after the write.
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The read voltage VE is higher than the highest threshold
voltage of the memory cell transistor MT in D state imme-
diately after the write, and is lower than the lowest threshold
voltage of the memory cell transistor MT in E state imme-
diately after the write.

The read voltage VF is higher than the highest threshold
voltage of the memory cell transistor MT in E state imme-
diately after the write, and is lower than the lowest threshold
voltage of the memory cell transistor MT in F state imme-
diately after the write.

The read voltage VG is higher than the highest threshold
voltage of the memory cell transistor MT in F state imme-
diately after the write, and is lower than the lowest threshold
voltage of the memory cell transistor MT in G state imme-
diately after the write.

The read voltage VH is higher than the highest threshold
voltage of the memory cell transistor MT in G state imme-
diately after the write, and is lower than the lowest threshold
voltage of the memory cell transistor MT in H state imme-
diately after the write.

The read voltage V1 is higher than the highest threshold
voltage of the memory cell transistor MT in H state imme-
diately after the write, and is lower than the lowest threshold
voltage of the memory cell transistor MT in I state imme-
diately after the write.

The read voltage VI is higher than the highest threshold
voltage of the memory cell transistor MT in I state imme-
diately after the write, and is lower than the lowest threshold
voltage of the memory cell transistor MT in J state imme-
diately after the write.

The read voltage VK is higher than the highest threshold
voltage of the memory cell transistor MT in J state imme-
diately after the write, and is lower than the lowest threshold
voltage of the memory cell transistor MT in K state imme-
diately after the write.

The read voltage VL is higher than the highest threshold
voltage of the memory cell transistor MT in K state imme-
diately after the write, and is lower than the lowest threshold
voltage of the memory cell transistor MT in L state imme-
diately after the write.

The read voltage VM is higher than the highest threshold
voltage of the memory cell transistor MT in L state imme-
diately after the write, and is lower than the lowest threshold
voltage of the memory cell transistor MT in M state imme-
diately after the write.

The read voltage VN is higher than the highest threshold
voltage of the memory cell transistor MT in M state imme-
diately after the write, and is lower than the lowest threshold
voltage of the memory cell transistor MT in N state imme-
diately after the write.

The read voltage VO is higher than the highest threshold
voltage of the memory cell transistor MT in N state imme-
diately after the write, and is lower than the lowest threshold
voltage of the memory cell transistor MT in O state imme-
diately after the write.

The read voltages VA, VB, VC, VD, VE, VF, VG, VH, VI,
V], VK, VL, VM, VN, and VO are, for example, default
voltages. Read using the read voltage VX (where X is A, B,
C,D,E,F,G H LI K, L, M, N, or O) is referred to as X
read (XR).

A state of the memory cell transistor MT as a read target
(selected memory cell transistor) is determined by determin-
ing in which range the threshold voltage of the memory cell
transistor MT falls. In order to determine a range in which
the threshold voltage of the selected memory cell transistor
MT falls, it is determined whether the threshold voltage
exceeds a read voltage VCGR. The memory cell transistor
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MT having a threshold voltage equal to or higher than the
read voltage VCGR maintains an OFF state even while
receiving the read voltage VCGR at its control gate elec-
trode. In contrast to this, the memory cell transistor MT
having a threshold voltage lower than the read voltage
VCGR is turned on while receiving the read voltage VCGR
at its control gate electrode. A voltage VREAD is applied to
the word line WL of memory cell transistors M T of cell units
CU as a non-read target, and is higher than the threshold
voltages of the memory cell transistors MT in any states.

A set of data of bits at the same position (digit) of the
memory cell transistors MT of one cell unit CU constitutes
one page. A set of data of bits at the most significant (first
digit) position of the memory cell transistors MT of each cell
unit CU is referred to as a top page. A set of data of bits at
the second digit from the most significant digit of the
memory cell transistors MT of each cell unit CU is referred
to as an upper page. A set of data of bits at the third digit
from the most significant digit of the memory cell transistors
MT of each cell unit CU is referred to as a middle page. A
set of data of bits at the least significant (fourth digit)
position of the memory cell transistors MT of each cell unit
CU is referred to as a lower page.

The data of each page is determined by read using a
plurality of read voltages VCGR with different magnitudes.
The following is an example. Data obtained by X read is
referred to as X read data XD.

Each bit of a lower page is determined as “1” data when
it is determined that the threshold voltage of the selected
memory cell transistor MT storing the data of that bit falls
within the range of lower than the read voltage VA, the range
of the read voltage VD or higher and lower than the read
voltage VF, or the range of the read voltage VK or higher.
Each bit of a lower page is determined as “0” data when it
is determined that the threshold voltage of the selected
memory cell transistor MT storing the data of the bit falls
within the range of the read voltage VA or higher and lower
than the read voltage VD, or the range of the read voltage VF
or higher and lower than the read voltage VK. In order to
determine the state of the selected memory cell transistor
MT, the read voltage VCGR at the boundary between a state
determined as “0” data and a state determined as “1” data is
used. Lower page read uses, for example, A read, D read, F
read, and K read. The state of the selected memory cell
transistor MT can be determined by the logical operation of
Aread data AD, D read data DD, F read data FD, and K read
data KD.

The same applies to other pages. Middle page data is
determined by using, for example, C read, G read, I read, and
M read. Upper page data is determined by using, for
example, B read, H read, and N read. Top page data is
determined by using, for example, E read, J read, L read, and
O read.

A plurality of reads required to identify the data stored in
a page, such as a set of A read, D read, F read, and K read
in the case of low page read, are referred to as boundary
reads required for the page.

The threshold voltage of the memory cell transistor MT
can change due to factors such as disturbances from imme-
diately after the write and/or a lapse of time. The threshold
voltage of a memory cell transistor MT can be erroneously
determined as being in a state different from a state intended
at the time of write depending on how the threshold voltage
changes.

<1.1.5. Sense Amplifier>

FIG. 4 shows components and connections in the sense
amplifier 16 according to the first embodiment. The sense
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amplifier 16 includes p sense amplification circuits SAC,
data latches DL, such as DL0, DL1, DL2, . . ., DLq (where
q is a natural number), p arithmetic circuits L.C, and one data
latch XDL. In each case in which f is between 0 and g, a data
latch DL includes p data latch circuits DLBC. The data
latch XDL includes p data latch circuits XDLC. The data
latch circuits DLEC and XDLC temporarily store data.

Each bit line BL is coupled to one sense amplification
circuits SAC, q+1 data latch circuits DLOC, DLI1C,
DL2C, ..., DLqC, one arithmetic circuit L.C, and one data
latch circuit XDLC.

Each sense amplification circuit SAC is electrically
coupled to one selected memory cell transistor MT via one
bit line BL. coupled to the sense amplification circuit SAC
during data read. Each sense amplification circuit SAC
senses a voltage of a magnitude determined based on the
threshold voltage of the selected memory cell transistor MT
on a node in the sense amplification circuit SAC, and
determines, based on the sense result, to which one of two
states the memory cell transistor MT electrically coupled to
the sense amplification circuit SAC belongs. The two states
of the memory cell transistor M T are respectively expressed
by “0” data and “1” data. Each sense amplification circuit
SAC stores information indicating that read data is “0” data
or “1” data in a data latch circuit DLC coupled to the sense
amplification circuit SAC.

The arithmetic circuit LC can perform a logical operation
for data in the data latch circuits DL.C and XDLC coupled
to the arithmetic circuit L.C. Logical operations include a
NOT operation, a logical OR operation, a logical AND
operation, an exclusive XOR operation, and an exclusive
NOR operation.

<1.2. Operation>

FIG. 5 shows a flowchart for an operation of the memory
system according to the first embodiment. FIG. 5, in par-
ticular, shows a flowchart concerning data read from a page
in a cell unit CU of a string unit SU of a block BLK. Some
of the steps will be described in detail later.

As shown in FIG. 5, in step S1, the memory controller 2
instructs the semiconductor memory 1 to perform read from
a page in a cell unit CU., the memory controller 2 transmits
a command set for read to the semiconductor memory 1. The
read command set specifies the cell unit CU as a read target
and a page as a read target. A read target cell unit CU and
a read target page are respectively referred to as a selected
cell unit CU and a selected page. In addition, the string unit
SU including the selected cell unit CU is referred to as a
selected string unit SU, and the block BLK including the
selected string unit SU is referred to as a selected block
BLK.

In step S2, upon receiving the read command set, the
semiconductor memory 1 reads data from the selected page,
and transmits the read data to the memory controller 2.

In step S3, the memory controller 2 receives the read data,
and controls the ECC circuit 26 to try to correct an error in
the received read data.

If no error is included or error correction has succeeded
(YES branch of step S4), the data written in the selected
page is obtained. Written data, i.e., data including no error
or having undergone error correction, will be referred to as
errorless data hereinafter. When errorless data is obtained,
the flowchart in FIG. 5 comes to an end.

When the error correction fails in step S4 (NO branch of
step S4), the process goes to step S5. In step S5, the memory
controller 2 determines, by estimation, the read voltage
VCGR to be used next. The read voltage VCGR is estimated
with an expectation to acquire errorless data from the data
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read from the selected page by using the read voltage
VCGR. The details of step S5 will be described later. For a
case of storing four-bit data per memory cell transistor MT,
in order to read data from one page, three or four read
voltages (boundary read voltages) VCGR for three or four
boundary reads are required. For this reason, step S5
includes estimating three or four boundary read voltages
VCGR.

In step S6, the memory controller 2 instructs the semi-
conductor memory 1 to perform shift read using the read
voltages VCGR estimated in step S5. Shift read is read using
a read voltages VCGR differing in magnitude from a stan-
dard (for example, default) read voltage VCGR while speci-
fying an adjustment for the standard read voltage VCGR.
The read voltages VCGR used for shift read are referred to
as shift read voltages VCGRS. In order to perform shift read,
the memory controller 2 transmits a command set for shift
read to the semiconductor memory 1. A shift read command
set specifies the selected cell unit CU, a selected page, and
differences AV between the standard read voltages VCGR
and the shift read voltages VCGRS. In storing four-bit data
per memory cell transistor MT, a shift read command set
specifies three or four differences AV for three or four
boundary read voltages.

In step S7, upon receiving the shift read command set, the
semiconductor memory 1 reads data from the selected page
by using the shift read voltages VCGRS, i.e., performs shift
read with respect to the selected page, and transmits the read
data to the memory controller 2. The read data obtained by
shift read is referred to as shift read data.

In step S8, the memory controller 2 receives shift read
data and controls the ECC circuit 26 to try to correct an error
in the received data. When shift read data including no error
(errorless shift read data) is obtained (YES branch of step
S8), the flowchart in FIG. 5 comes to an end. When error
correction fails (NO branch of step S8), the process goes to
step S9.

In step S9, the memory controller 2 tries to correct an
error in the data from the selected page by using another
method. Upon completion of step S9, the flowchart in FIG.
5 comes to an end.

<1.2.1. Details of Step S2 (Read)>

The read in step S2 varies depending on whether a lower
page, middle page, upper page, or top page is selected. Each
of four cases will be described below.

<1.2.1.1. Details of Read from Lower Page>

FIG. 6 shows voltages applied to the word line (selected
word line) WL coupled to the selected cell unit CU in step
S2 along the time when a lower page is selected according
to the first embodiment.

In the period shown in FIG. 6, the voltages required to
perform read from a selected page of the selected cell unit
CU are applied to associated components. For example, a
voltage VSG is applied to a select gate line SGDL coupled
to the selected string unit SU of the selected block BLK over
the period from time t101 to time t105. The voltage VSG has
a magnitude that turns on the selected gate transistor DT. In
addition, the voltage VREAD is applied to unselected word
lines WL among the word lines WL over the period from
time 1101 to time t105. With the application of such voltages,
the strings STR of the selected string unit SU are electrically
coupled between respective bit lines BL. and the cell source
line CELSRC.

As shown in FIG. 6, a read voltage VA0 is applied to the
selected word line WL over the period from time t101 to
time t102. Read voltages VAw, with w (where w is O or a
natural number) representing different values, have different
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magnitudes. The read voltage VAw may have the same
magnitude as that of a read voltage VA, or a magnitude
different from that of the read voltage VA. For example,
when the read voltage VA as a default voltage is used for
read in step S2, the magnitude of the read voltage VAO is the
same as that of the read voltage VA.

As a result of application of the read voltage VA0, when
a selected memory cell transistor MT is turned on, a current
flows from the corresponding bit line BL to the source line
CELSRC, and when it remains off, no such a current flows.
The sense amplifier 16 determines whether this current
flows. Based on this determination, it is determined whether
the threshold voltage of the selected memory cell transistor
MT is lower than the read voltage VAO, or equal to or higher
than the read voltage VAO.

Read using a read voltage VXw is referred to as Xw read.
The data obtained by A0 read is stored in a first data latch
DL of the data latches DL0 to DLq. “0” data is obtained from
the selected memory cell transistor MT having a threshold
voltage equal to or higher than the read voltage VA0, and “1”
data is obtained from the memory cell transistor MT having
a threshold voltage lower than the read voltage VA0. The
data obtained from each selected memory cell transistor MT
is stored in the data latch circuit DLC coupled to the bit line
BL coupled to the memory cell transistor MT in the first data
latch DL.

A read voltage VDO is applied to the selected word line
WL over the period from time t102 to time t103 to perform
DO read and obtain D0 read data. A read voltage VFO0 is
applied to the selected word line WL over the period from
time t103 to time t104 to perform F0 read and obtain F0 read
data. A read voltage VKO is applied to the selected word line
WL over the period from time t104 to time t105 to perform
KO0 read and obtain K0 read data. The A0 read data, the D0
read data, the FO read data, and the KO read data are
respectively stored in the different ones of the data latches
DLO to DLq.

Subsequently, the data of the lower page of the selected
cell unit CU is obtained based on the A0 read data, the D0
read data, the F0 read data, and the K0 read data. The data
read from the lower page by using the read voltages VAw,
VDw, VFw, and VKw is referred to as lower page read data
LDw.

<1.2.1.2. Details of Read from Middle Page>

FIG. 7 shows voltages applied to the selected word line
WL along the time in step S2 when a middle page is selected
according to the first embodiment.

In the period shown in FIG. 7, the voltages required to
perform read from a selected page of the selected cell unit
CU are applied to associated components as described with
reference to FIG. 6.

As shown in FIG. 7, a read voltage VCO is applied to the
selected word line WL over the period from time t201 to
time 1202 to perform C0 read and obtain C0 read data. A read
voltage VGO is applied to the selected word line WL over the
period from time t202 to time t203 to perform G0 read and
obtain GO read data. A read voltage VIO is applied to the
selected word line WL over the period from time t203 to
time t204 to perform 10 read and obtain 10 read data. A read
voltage VMO is applied to the selected word line WL over
the period from time 1204 to time 1205 to perform MO0 read
and obtain M0 read data.

Subsequently, the data of the middle page of the selected
cell unit CU is obtained based on the CO0 read data, the GO
read data, the 10 read data, and the MO0 read data. The data
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read from the middle page by using read voltages VCw,
VGw, VIw, and VMw is referred to as middle page read data
MDw.

<1.2.1.3. Details of Read from Upper Page>

FIG. 8 shows voltages applied to the selected word line
WL along the time in step S2 when an upper page is selected
according to the first embodiment.

In the period shown in FIG. 8, the voltages required to
perform read from a selected page of the selected cell unit
CU are applied to associated components as described with
reference to FIG. 6.

As shown in FIG. 8, a read voltage VB0 is applied to the
selected word line WL over the period from time t301 to
time t302 to perform B0 read and obtain B0 read data. A read
voltage VHO is applied to the selected word line WL over the
period from time t302 to time t303 to perform HO read and
obtain HO read data. A read voltage VNO is applied to the
selected word line WL over the period from time t303 to
time t304 to perform NO read and obtain N0 read data.

Subsequently, the data of the upper page of the selected
cell unit CU is obtained based on the B0 read data, the HO
read data, and the N0 read data. The data read from the upper
page by using read voltages VBw, VHw, and VNw is
referred to as upper page read data UDw.

<1.2.1.4. Details of Read from Top Page>

FIG. 9 shows voltages applied to the selected word line
WL along the time in step S2 when a top page is selected
according to the first embodiment.

In the period shown in FIG. 9, the voltages required to
perform read from a selected page of the selected cell unit
CU are applied to associated components as described with
reference to FIG. 6.

As shown in FIG. 9, a read voltage VEO is applied to the
selected word line WL over the period from time t401 to
time t402 to perform E0 read and obtain E0 read data. A read
voltage VJ0 is applied to the selected word line WL over the
period from time t402 to time t403 to perform JO read and
obtain JO read data. A read voltage VL0 is applied to the
selected word line WL over the period from time t403 to
time t404 to perform 1.0 read and obtain [.0 read data. A read
voltage VOO is applied to the selected word line WL over the
period from time t404 to time 1405 to perform OO0 read and
obtain OO0 read data.

Subsequently, the data of the top page of the selected cell
unit CU is obtained based on the EQ read data, the JO read
data, the L0 read data, and the OO0 read data. The data read
from the top page by using read voltages VEO, VI0, VL0,
and VOO is referred to as top page read data TDO.

<1.2.2. Details of Step S5 (Read Voltage Estimation)>

The read voltage estimation in step S5 differs depending
on which one of a lower page, a middle page, an upper page,
and a top page is selected. Each of the four cases will be
described below.

<1.2.2.1. When Selected Page is Lower Page>

FIG. 10 is a sub-flowchart for step S5 when a lower page
is selected according to the first embodiment. As shown in
FIG. 10, the NO branch of step S4 goes to step S5101.

The memory controller 2 performs single state read
several times on the selected page through several steps
from step S5101. Single state read indicates the operation of
obtaining X read data XD from the semiconductor memory
1 unlike data read from a page.

In step S5101, the memory controller 2 instructs B read on
the selected cell unit CU. To this end, the memory controller
2 transmits, to the semiconductor memory 1, a command to
instruct B read on the selected cell unit CU.
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In step S5102, upon receiving the B read command, the
semiconductor memory 1 performs B read on the selected
cell unit CU to obtain B read data BD, and transmits the B
read data BD to the memory controller 2. The memory
controller 2 stores the B read data BD in the RAM 23.

In step S5103, the memory controller 2 transmits, to the
semiconductor memory 1, a command to instruct E read on
the selected cell unit CU.

In step S5104, upon receiving the E read command, the
semiconductor memory 1 performs E read on the selected
cell unit CU to obtain E read data ED, and transmits the E
read data ED to the memory controller 2. The memory
controller 2 stores the E read data ED in the RAM 23.

In step S5105, the memory controller 2 transmits, to the
semiconductor memory 1, a command to instruct H read on
the selected cell unit CU.

In step S5106, upon receiving the H read command, the
semiconductor memory 1 performs H read on the selected
cell unit CU to obtain H read data HD, and transmits the H
read data HD to the memory controller 2. The memory
controller 2 stores the H read data HD in the RAM 23.

Step S5106 continues at step S5111. The memory con-
troller 2 performs shift read Z (where Z is a natural number)
times from step S5111 to step S5115. For example, Z is 5.
The following description is based on this example. In each
shift read, the memory controller 2 specifies shift amounts
AVA, AVD, AVF, and AVK. Shift amounts AVA, AVD, AVF,
and AVK in each shift read are different from shift amounts
AVA, AVD, AVE, and AVK in another shift read. The
following is an example of executing each shift read with the
shift amounts AVA, AVD, AVF, and AVK which are differ-
ent from those in another shift read.

In step S5111, the memory controller 2 sets a parameter
7 (where 7 is a natural number equal to or lower than Z) to
1.

In step S5112, the memory controller 2 instructs lower
page read (lower page shift read) LSRz using shift read
voltages in the zth loop on the selected cell unit CU. For the
lower page shift read LSRz, the memory controller 2 trans-
mits a shift read command set to the semiconductor memory
1. The shift read command set specifies a selected page and
shift amounts AVAz, AVDz, AVFz, and AVKz. The shift
amounts AVAz, AVDz, AVFz, and AVKz are respectively
added to standard read voltages VA, VD, VF, and VK in
lower page shift read LSRz.

In step S5113, the semiconductor memory 1 performs
lower page shift read LSRz on the selected cell unit CU with
the shift amounts AVAz, AVDz, AVFz, and AVKz. That is,
the semiconductor memory 1 performs lower page read with
shift read voltages VAz, VDz, VFz, and VKz instead of the
read voltages VA, VD, VF, and VK. The shift read voltage
VAZ is VA+AVAz. The shift read voltage VDz is
VD+AVDz. The shift read voltage VFz is VF+AVFz. The
shift read voltage VKz is VK+AVKz. The data obtained by
lower page shift read L.SRz is referred to as lower page shift
read data LSDz. The semiconductor memory 1 transmits the
lower page shift read data .SDz to the memory controller 2.

In step S5114, the memory controller 2 determines
whether 2 is Z. When z=7 (NO branch of step S5114), the
memory controller 2 sets Z=z+1 in step S5115. The process
returns to step S5112. When z=7 (YES branch of step
S5114), the process goes to step S5121. When the process
goes to step S5121, the memory controller 2 should store
lower page shift read data LSD1, L.SD2, LSD3, L.SD4, and
LSD5.

In step S5121, the memory controller 2 masks particular
bits of the lower page shift read data L.SD1 to SL.D5 with the
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B read data BD, the E read data ED, and the H read data HD.
To this end, the memory controller 2 performs logical
operations using the B read data BD, the E read data ED, the
H read data HD, and the lower page shift read data L.SD1 to
LSD5. Performing the logical operations will produce sepa-
ration data ADs such as ADsl1, ADs2, ADs3, ADs4, and
ADs5, separation data DDs such as DDs1, DDs2, DDs3,
DDsd, and DDsS5, separation data FDs such as FDs1, FDs2,
FDs3, FDs4, and FDs5, and separation data KDs such as
KDs1, KDs2, KDs3, KDs4, and KDs5. Separation data
ADsz, DDsz, FDsz, and KDsz each are formed from part of
the lower page shift read data LSDz. A method of obtaining
the separation data ADs, DDs, FDs, and KDs will be
described later. The memory controller 2 stores the obtained
separation data ADs, DDs, FDs, and KDs in the RAM 23.

In step S5122, the memory controller 2 calculates bit
counts BCA1, BCA2, BCA3, BCA4, BCAS, BCD1, BCD2,
BCD3, BCD4, BCD5, BCF1, BCF2, BCF3, BCF4, BCFS5,
BCK1, BCK2, BCK3, BCF4, and BCK5 with the separation
data ADs, DDs, FDs, and KDs. The method for the calcu-
lation will be described later.

In step S5123, the memory controller 2 determines
boundary read voltages VAS, VDS, VFS, and VKS with the
bit counts BCA1, BCA2, BCA3, BCA4, BCAS, BCD1,
BCD2, BCD3, BCD4, BCDS, BCF1, BCF2, BCF3, BCF4,
BCF5, BCK1, BCK2, BCK3, BCF4, and BCKS5. The
method for the determination will be described later.

The memory controller 2 then calculates shift amounts
AVAS, AVDS, AVFS, and AVKS. The shift amount AVAS
is VAS—-VA. The shift amount AVDS is VDS-VD. The shift
amount AVFS is VFS-VF. The shift amount AVKS is
VKS-VK.

Step S5123 continues at step S6. When step S6 follows
step S5123, the memory controller 2 specifies the shift
amounts AVAS, AVDS, AVFS, and AVKS in step S6.

In step S6, the shifted boundary read voltages VAS, VDS,
VFS, and VKS are used. A boundary read voltage VXS that
is shifted is referred to as shifted boundary read voltage
VXS.

The set of steps S5101 and S5102, the set of steps S5103
and S5104, and the set of steps S5105 and S5106 can be
performed in any order differently from the order described
with reference to FIG. 10.

The set of steps S5111, S5112, S5113, S5114, and S5115
may be performed before the set of steps S5101, S5102,
S5103, S5104, S5105, and S5106. In this case, the NO
branch of step S4 continues at step S5111, YES branch of
step S5114 continues at step S5101, and step S5106 contin-
ues at step S5121.

<1.2.2.1.1. Shift Read>

FIG. 11 shows voltages applied to the selected word line
WL along the time in step S5113 according to the first
embodiment.

As described with reference to FIG. 6, while the voltage
is applied to the selected word line WL, for example, the
voltage VSG is applied to the select gate line SGDL coupled
to the selected string unit SU of the selected block BLK, and
the voltage VREAD is applied to the unselected word lines
WL.

As shown in FIG. 11, voltage application for lower page
shift read L.SR1 is performed in the period from time t111 to
time t115, and voltage application for lower page shift read
LSR2 is performed in the subsequent period from time t121
to time t125. Subsequently, voltage application for lower
page shift read LSR3 is performed in the period from time
1131 to time t135 (not shown), and voltage application for
lower page shift read LSR4 is performed in the period from
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time t141 to time t145 (not shown). Voltage application for
lower page shift read LSR5 is then performed in the period
from time t151 to time t155.

In the example in FIG. 11, in each of cases in which z=1,
2, and 3, the shift amounts AVAz, AVDz, AVF, and AVK
have negative magnitudes.

In each of cases in which vy is natural numbers from 1 to
5, aread voltage VAy is applied to the selected word line WL
over the period from time tly1 to time t1y2 to perform Ay
read. A read voltage VD is applied to the selected word line
WL over the period from time t1y2 to time t1y3 to perform
Dy read. A read voltage VPy is applied to the selected word
line WL over the period from time t1y3 to time tly4 to
perform Fy read. A read voltage VKy is applied to the
selected word line WL over the period from time t1y4 to time
t1y5 to perform Ky read.

<1.2.2.1.2. Data Read from Semiconductor Memory>

FIG. 12 shows an example of data obtained by steps
S5102, S5104, S5106, and S5113. Each square in FIG. 12
indicates 1-bit data read from a selected memory cell
transistor MT having a threshold voltage in the range
corresponding to the square.

As shown in FIG. 12, the B read data BD has “1” data in
each bit read from a memory cell transistor MT having a
threshold voltage lower than the read voltage VB, and has
“0” data in each bit read from a memory cell transistor MT
having a threshold voltage equal to or higher than the read
voltage VB.

The E read data ED has “1” data in each bit read from a
memory cell transistor MT having a threshold voltage lower
than the read voltage VE, and has “0” data in each bit read
from a memory cell transistor MT having a threshold voltage
equal to or higher than the read voltage VE.

The H read data HD has “1” data in each bit read from a
memory cell transistor MT having a threshold voltage lower
than the read voltage VH, and has “0” data in each bit read
from a memory cell transistor MT having a threshold voltage
equal to or higher than the read voltage VH.

The lower page shift read LSR1 uses read voltages VA1,
VD1, VF1, and VK1 different from the read voltages VA,
VD, VF, and VK. In performing read from a memory cell
transistor MT having a threshold voltage, when different
read voltages are used, bits obtained by the read can have
different values. For this reason, the boundary (to be referred
to as the boundary voltage hereinafter) between the thresh-
old voltage of the memory cell transistor MT that reads out
“1” data and the threshold voltage of the memory cell
transistor MT that reads out “0” data in the lower page shift
read data LLSD1 is different from the boundary voltage in
lower page read data L.D0. More specifically, the boundary
voltage in the lower page shift read data LSD1 is lower than
that in the lower page read data LD0.

Likewise, the boundary voltages in the lower page shift
read data LSD2, LSD3, LSD4, and L.SD5 are different from
those in the lower page shift read data LSD1. For example,
the lower page shift read data LSD1, LSD2, L.SD3, L.SD4,
and LSD5 have higher threshold voltages in the order
named.

<1.2.2.1.3. Separation Data Operation>

FIGS. 13, 14, 15, and 16 each show an example of data
obtained by step S5121 according to the first embodiment.
FIGS. 13, 14, 15, and 16 respectively show examples of the
separation data ADs, DDs, FDs, and KDs.

The memory controller 2 performs, for example, the
following logical operations in the RAM 23 to generate the
separation data ADs, DDs, FDs, and KDs.



US 11,682,464 B2

15
<1.2.2.1.3.1. Separation Data ADs Calculation>
The separation data ADs can be obtained by equation (1).

ADs=LSD & BD (69)

The operator “&” indicates an AND operation on two
operands on both sides. In each of cases in which y is natural
numbers from 1 to 5, the memory controller 2 obtains
separation data ADsy by calculating ADsy=L.SDy & BD.

As shown in FIG. 13, the separation data ADs1, ADs2,
ADs3, ADs4, and ADs5 respectively have different numbers
of “1” data bits. When the numbers of “1”* data bits differ, the
numbers of “O” data bits also differ. In particular, the
separation data ADs1, ADs2, ADs3, ADs4, and ADs5 differ
in the number of “1” data bits read from the memory cell
transistors MT having threshold voltages between the read
voltage VA1 and the read voltage VAS. The separation data
ADs1, ADs2, ADs3, ADs4, and ADs5 in each of the remain-
ing bits have the same value.

The separation data ADs1 has no “1” data in bits read
from memory cell transistors M T having threshold voltages
between the read voltage VA1 and the read voltage VAS.

The separation data ADs2 has “1” data in a bit read from
a memory cell transistor MT having a threshold voltage
between the read voltage VA1 and the read voltage VA2.

The separation data ADs3 has “1” data in a bit read from
a memory cell transistor MT having a threshold voltage
between the read voltage VA1 and the read voltage VA3.

The separation data ADs4 has “1” data in a bit read from
a memory cell transistor MT having a threshold voltage
between the read voltage VA1 and the read voltage VA4.

The separation data ADs5 has “1” data in a bit read from
a memory cell transistor MT having a threshold voltage
between the read voltage VA1 and the read voltage VAS.

The number of “1” data bits in the bits read from the
memory cell transistors MT having threshold voltages
between the read voltage VA1 and the read voltage VAS
increases in the order of the separation data ADs1, ADs2,
ADs3, ADs4, and ADs5. This makes it possible to use the
separation data ADsl to ADs5 to estimate the number of
memory cell transistors MT having threshold voltages with
the same magnitudes as those of the read voltages VA2 to
VAS in the selected cell unit CU.

<1.2.2.1.3.2. Separation Data DDs Calculation>

The separation data DDs can be obtained by equation (2).

DDs=(LSD & ~BD) & ED o)

The memory controller 2 obtains separation data DDsy by
calculating DDsy=(LLSDy & —BD) & ED in each of cases in
which y is natural numbers from 1 to 5.

As shown in FIG. 14, the separation data DDs1, DDs2,
DDs3, DDs4, and DDs5 respectively have different numbers
of “1” data bits. In particular, the separation data DDsl,
DDs2, DDs3, DDs4, and DDs5 differ in the number of <0~
data bits read from the memory cell transistors MT having
threshold voltages between the read voltage VD1 and the
read voltage VD5. The separation data DDs1, DDs2, DDs3,
DDsd, and DDs5 in each of the remaining bits have the same
value.

The separation data DDs1 has no “0” data in bits read
from memory cell transistors M T having threshold voltages
between the read voltage VD1 and the read voltage VD5.
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The separation data DDs2 has “0” data in a bit read from
a memory cell transistor MT having a threshold voltage
between the read voltage VD1 and the read voltage VD2.

The separation data DDs3 has “0” data in a bit read from
a memory cell transistor MT having a threshold voltage
between the read voltage VD1 and the read voltage VD3.

The separation data DDs4 has “0” data in a bit read from
a memory cell transistor MT having a threshold voltage
between the read voltage VD1 and the read voltage VD4.

The separation data DDs5 has “0” data in a bit read from
a memory cell transistor MT having a threshold voltage
between the read voltage VD1 and the read voltage VD5.

The number of “0” data bits in the bits read from the
memory cell transistors MT having threshold voltages
between the read voltage VD1 and the read voltage VD5
increases in the order of the separation data DDs1, DDs2,
DDs3, DDs4, and DDs5. This makes it possible to use the
separation data DDs1 to DDs5 to estimate the number of
memory cell transistors MT having threshold voltages with
the same magnitudes as those of the read voltages VD2 to
VD5 in the selected cell unit CU.

<1.2.2.1.3.3. Separation Data FDs Calculation>
The separation data FDs can be obtained by equation (3).

FDs=(LSD & "ED) & HD 3)

The memory controller 2 obtains separation data FDsy by
calculating FDsy=(L.SDy & —ED) & HD in each of cases in
which y is natural numbers from 1 to 5.

As shown in FIG. 15, the separation data FDs1, FDs2,
FDs3, FDs4, and FDs5 respectively have different numbers
of “1” data bits. In particular, the separation data FDsl,
FDs2, FDs3, FDs4, and FDs5 differ in the number of <17
data bits read from the memory cell transistors MT having
threshold voltages between the read voltage VF1 and the
read voltage VF5. The separation data FDs1, FDs2, FDs3,
FDsd4, and FDs5 in each of the remaining bits have the same
value.

The separation data FDs1 has no “1” data in bits read from
memory cell transistors MT having threshold voltages
between the read voltage VF1 and the read voltage VF5.

The separation data FDs2 has “1” data in a bit read from
a memory cell transistor MT having a threshold voltage
between the read voltage VF1 and the read voltage VF2.

The separation data FDs3 has “1” data in a bit read from
a memory cell transistor MT having a threshold voltage
between the read voltage VF1 and the read voltage VF3.

The separation data FDs4 has “1” data in a bit read from
a memory cell transistor MT having a threshold voltage
between the read voltage VF1 and the read voltage VF4.

The separation data FDs5 has “1” data in a bit read from
a memory cell transistor MT having a threshold voltage
between the read voltage VF1 and the read voltage VF5.

The number of “1” data bits in the bits read from the
memory cell transistors MT having threshold voltages
between the read voltage VF1 and the read voltage VF5
increases in the order of the separation data FDs1, FDs2,
FDs3, FDsd4, and FDs5. This makes it possible to use the
separation data FDs1 to FDs5 to estimate the number of
memory cell transistors MT having threshold voltages with
the same magnitudes as those of the read voltages VF2 to
VFS5 in the selected cell unit CU.
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<1.2.2.1.3.4. Separation Data KDs Calculation>
The separation data KDs can be obtained by equation (4).

KDs=LSD & ~HD )

The memory controller 2 obtains separation data KDsy by
calculating KDsy=L.SDy & ~—HD in each of cases in which
vy is natural numbers from 1 to 5.

As shown in FIG. 16, the separation data KDs1, KDs2,
KDs3, KDs4, and KDs5 respectively have different numbers
of “0” data bits. In particular, the separation data KDsl,
KDs2, KDs3, KDs4, and KDs5 differ in the number of “0”
data bits read from the memory cell transistors MT having
threshold voltages between the read voltage VK1 and the
read voltage VK5. The separation data KDs1, KDs2, KDs3,
KDsd, and KDs5 in each of the remaining bits have the same
value.

The separation data KDs1 has no “0” data in bits read
from memory cell transistors M T having threshold voltages
between the read voltage VK1 and the read voltage VKS.

The separation data KDs2 has “0” data in a bit read from
a memory cell transistor MT having a threshold voltage
between the read voltage VK1 and the read voltage VK2.

The separation data KDs3 has “0” data in a bit read from
a memory cell transistor MT having a threshold voltage
between the read voltage VK1 and the read voltage VK3.

The separation data KDs4 has “0” data in a bit read from
a memory cell transistor MT having a threshold voltage
between the read voltage VK1 and the read voltage VK4.

The separation data KDs5 has “0” data in a bit read from
a memory cell transistor MT having a threshold voltage
between the read voltage VK1 and the read voltage VKS.

The number of “0” data bits in the bits read from the
memory cell transistors MT having threshold voltages
between the read voltage VK1 and the read voltage VK5
increases in the order of the separation data KDs1, KDs2,
KDs3, KDs4, and KDs5. This makes it possible to use the
separation data KDs1 to KDs5 to estimate the number of
memory cell transistors MT having threshold voltages with
the same magnitudes as those of the read voltages VK2 to
VKS in the selected cell unit CU.

<1.2.2.1. Four-Bit Count and Shifted Boundary Read
Voltage Estimation>

FIG. 17 is a view for describing processing in steps S5122
and S5123 according to the first embodiment. FIG. 17 shows
the processing for estimating shifted boundary read voltages
VAS in steps S5122 and S5123.

Part (a) shows a range including a boundary between the
distribution of the threshold voltages of the memory cell
transistors MT which are written as Er state and the distri-
bution of the threshold voltages of the memory cell transis-
tors MT which are written as A state. Note, however, that the
memory controller 2 does not know a distribution shown in
part (a).

The memory controller 2 counts “0” data bits or “1” data
bits in each of the separation data ADsl to ADs5. The
memory controller 2 can count, for example, the number of
“0” data bits or the number of “1” data bits which increases
in ascending order of the separation data ADsl to ADs5.
When counting in the separation data ADs1 to ADsS5, the
memory controller 2 can count “1” data in each of the
separation data ADs1 to ADsS5.

Part (b) shows an example of the counts. The bit count
BCAL1 is the number of “1” data bits in the separation data
based on VA1 read data, i.e., the separation ADs1. The bit
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count BCA2 is the number of “1” data bits in the separation
data ADs2. The bit count BCA3 is the number of “1” data
bits in the separation data ADs3. The bit count BCA4 is the
number of “1” data bits in the separation data ADs4. The bit
count BCAS is the number of “1” data bits in the separation
data ADsS.

The memory controller 2 then calculates the differences
between specific pairs of the bit counts BCA1, BCA2,
BCA3, BCA4, and BCAS. More specifically, the memory
controller 2 calculates BCA2-BCA1, BCA3-BCAZ2,
BCA4-BCA3, and BCA5-BCA4. Part (c) shows an
example of the calculation result.

Each difference represents the number of memory cell
transistors MT that are turned on first at corresponding
threshold voltages. For example, BCA2-BCA1 represents
the number of memory cell transistors MT that are not
turned on at the read voltage VA1 but turned on at the read
voltage VA2. Based on this, the memory controller 2 regards
each difference as the number of corresponding memory cell
transistors MT. For example, BCA2-BCAL1 is regarded as
the number of memory cell transistors MT having a thresh-
old voltage with the same magnitude as that of the read
voltage VA2. The relationships between such differences
and threshold voltages equivalently represent the numbers of
memory cell transistors MT respectively having threshold
voltages with the same magnitudes as those of the read
voltages VA2, VA3, VA4, and VAS5. Part (d) shows these
relationships.

The number of memory cell transistors MT having a
threshold voltage with the same magnitude as that of the
read voltage VA2 is BCA2-BCA1=C1. Likewise, the num-
ber of memory cell transistors MT having a threshold
voltage with the same magnitude as that of the read voltage
VA3 is BCA3-BCA2=C2. The number of memory cell
transistors MT having a threshold voltage with the same
magnitude as that of the read voltage VA4 is BCA4-
BCA3=C3. The number of memory cell transistors MT
having a threshold voltage with the same magnitude as that
of the read voltage VA5 is BCAS-BCA4=C4.

The memory controller 2 then detects the smallest one of
the counts C1 to C4 as a valley position (a local minimum
position), and determines to use a threshold voltage corre-
sponding to the valley position as the shifted boundary read
voltage VAS.

The processing described with reference to FIG. 17 is
performed on a set of the separation data DDs1 to DDs5, a
set of the separation data FDsl to FDs5, and a set of the
separation data KDsl to KDs5. As a result, the shifted
boundary read voltages VDS, VES, and VKS can be deter-
mined in the same manner of determining the shifted bound-
ary read voltage VAS.

<1.2.2.2. When Selected Page is Middle Page>

FIG. 18 is a sub-flowchart for step S5 when a middle page
is selected according to the first embodiment. As shown in
FIG. 18, the NO branch of step S4 goes to step S5201. A
procedure for determining shifted boundary read voltages
when a middle page is selected is almost the same as the
procedure for determining the shifted boundary read volt-
ages when the lower page is selected. Accordingly, differ-
ences from the processing shown in FIG. 10 will be mainly
described below.

The memory controller 2 obtains the E read data ED, the
H read data HD, and the K read data KD in steps S5201 to
S5206. Steps S5201, S5202, S5203, and S5204 are respec-
tively the same as steps S5103, S5104, S5105, and S5106 in
FIG. 10. In step S5205, the memory controller 2 instructs K
read instead of E read in step S5201. In step S5206, the
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memory controller 2 executes K read and transmits the K
read data KD instead of executing E read and transmitting
the E read data ED in step S5202.

The memory controller 2 performs shift read Z times in
steps S5211 to 35215 as in steps S5111 to S5115 in FIG. 10.
Shift amounts AVC, AVG, AVI, and AVM in each shift read
are different from shift amounts AVC, AVG, AVI, and AVM
in another shift read.

In step S5211, the memory controller 2 sets z to 1 as in
step S5111 in FIG. 10.

Step S5212 is similar to step S5112 in FIG. 10. In step
S5212, the memory controller 2 instructs middle page read
(middle page shift read) MSRz using shift read voltages in
the zth loop on the selected cell unit CU. In middle page shift
read MSRz, the memory controller 2 specifies shift amounts
AVCz, AVGz, AVIz, and AVMz.

Step S5213 is similar to step S5113 in FIG. 10. In step
85213, the semiconductor memory 1 performs middle page
shift read MSRz on the selected cell unit CU with the shift
amounts AVCz, AVGz, AVIz, and AVMz. That is, the
semiconductor memory 1 performs middle page shift read
with shift read voltages AVCz, AVGz, AVIz, and AVMz
instead of the read voltages VC, VG, VI, and VM. The shift
read voltage VCz is VC+AVCz. The shift read voltage VGz
is VG+AVGz. The shift read voltage VIz is VI+AVIz. The
shift read voltage VMz is VM+AVMz. The data obtained by
middle page shift read MSRz is referred to as middle page
shift read data MSDz.

Steps 35214 and S5215 are the same as steps S5114 and
S5115 in FIG. 10. When z=7. (NO branch of step S5214), the
memory controller 2 sets z=z+1 in step S5215. The process
then returns to step S5212. When z=7 (YES branch of step
S5214), the process goes to step S5221. When the process
goes to step S5221, the memory controller 2 should store
middle page shift read data MSD1, MSD2, MSD3, MSD4,
and MSDS.

Step S5221 is similar to step S5121 in FIG. 10. In step
S5221, the memory controller 2 masks particular bits of the
middle page shift read data MSD1 to MSD5 with the E read
data ED, the H read data HD, and the K read data KD as in
step S5121. To this end, the memory controller 2 performs
logical operations using the E read data ED, the H read data
HD, the K read data KD, and the middle page shift read data
MSD1 to MSDS5. Performing the logical operations will
produce separation data CDs such as CDsl, CDs2, CDs3,
CDs4, and CDs5, GDs such as GDs1, GDs2, GDs3, GDs4,
and GDs5, IDs such as IDs1, 1Ds2, 1Ds3, 1Ds4, and 1Ds5,
and MDs such as MDs1, MDs2, MDs3, MDs4, and MDs5.
Separation data CDsz, GDsz, 1Dsz, and MDsz each are
formed from part of the middle page shift read data MSDz.
A method of obtaining the separation data CDs, GDs, 1Ds,
and MDs will be described later. The memory controller 2
stores the obtained separation data CDs, GDs, IDs, and MDs
in the RAM 23.

Step S5222 is similar to step S5122 in FIG. 10. In step
85222, the memory controller 2 calculates bit counts BCC1,
BCC2, BCC3, BCC4, BCC5, BCG1, BCG2, BCG3, BCG4,
BCGS5, BCI1, BCI2, BCI3, BCH4, BCI5, BCM1, BCM2,
BCM3, BCM4, and BCM5 with the separation data CDs,
GDs, IDs, and MDs as in step S5122.

Step S5223 is similar to step S5123 in FIG. 10. In step
85223, the memory controller 2 determines shifted bound-
ary read voltages VCS, VGS, VIS and VMS with the bit
counts BCC1, BCC2, BCC3, BCC4, BCC5, BCG1, BCG2,
BCG3, BCG4, BCGS5, BCI1, BCI2, BCI3, BCl4, BCI5,
BCM1, BCM2, BCM3, BCM4, and BCMS as in step S5123.
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The memory controller 2 then calculates shift amounts
AVCS, AVGS, AVIS, and AVMS. The shift amount AVCS
is VCS-VC. The shift amount AVGS is VGS-VG. The shift
amount AVIS is VIS-VI. The shift amount AVMS is VMS-
VM.

Step S5223 continues at step S6. When step S6 follows
step S5223, the memory controller 2 specifies the shift
amounts AVCS, AVGS, AVIS, and AVMS in step S6.

The set of steps S5201 and S5202, the set of steps S5203
and S5204, and the set of steps S5205 and S5206 can be
performed in any order differently from the order described
with reference to FIG. 18.

The set of steps S5211, S5212, S5213, S5214, and S5215
may be performed before the set of steps S5201, S5202,
S5203, S5204, S5205, and S5206. In this case, NO branch
of step S4 continues at step S5211, YES branch of step
S5214 continues at step S5201, and step S5206 continues at
step S5221.

<1.2.2.2.1. Shift Read>

FIG. 19 shows voltages applied to the selected word line
WL along the time in step S5213 according to the first
embodiment.

As described with reference to FIG. 6, while the voltage
is applied to the selected word line WL, for example, the
voltage VSG is applied to the select gate line SGDL coupled
to the selected string unit SU of the selected block BLK, and
the voltage VREAD is applied to the unselected word lines
WL.

As shown in FIG. 19, voltage application for middle page
shift read MSR1 is performed in the period from time t211
to time 1215, and voltage application for middle page shift
read MSR2 is performed in the subsequent period from time
1221 to time t225. Subsequently, voltage application for
middle page shift read MSR3 is performed in the period
from time t231 to time t235 (not shown), and voltage
application for middle page shift read MSR4 is performed in
the period from time 1241 to time t245 (not shown). Voltage
application for middle page shift read MSRS5 is then per-
formed in the period from time t251 to time t255.

In the example in FIG. 19, in each of cases in which z=1,
2, and 3, the shift amounts AVCz, AVGz, AVI], and AVM
have negative magnitudes.

Likewise, in each of cases in which y is natural numbers
from 1 to 5 (inclusive), a read voltage VCy is applied to the
selected word line WL over the period from time t2y1 to time
12y2 to perform Cy read. A read voltage VGy is applied to the
selected word line WL over the period from time t2y2 to time
12y3 to perform Gy read. A read voltage V1y is applied to the
selected word line WL over the period from time t2y3 to time
12v4 to perform Iy read. A read voltage VMY is applied to the
selected word line WL over the period from time t2y4 to time
12y5 to perform My read.

<1.2.2.2.2. Separation Data Calculation>

In step S5221, the memory controller 2 performs, for
example, the following logical operations in the RAM 23 to
generate the separation data CDs, GDs, IDs, and MDs.

The separation data CDs can be obtained by equation (5).

CDsy = MSD & ED (&)

The memory controller 2 obtains separation data CDsy by
calculating CDsy=MSDy & ED in each of cases in which y
is natural numbers from 1 to 5. The separation data CDsl,
CDs2, CDs3, CDs4, and CDs5 have different numbers of
“1” data (and “0” data) bits.
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The separation data GDs can be obtained by equation (6).

GDs =(MSD & “ED) & HD ©)

The memory controller 2 obtains separation data GDsy by
calculating GDsy=(MSDy & ~— ED) & HD in each of cases
in which y is natural numbers from 1 to 5. The separation
data GDs1, GDs2, GDs3, GDs4, and GDs5 have different
numbers of “1” data (and “0” data) bits.

The separation data IDs can be obtained by equation (7).

[Ds=(MSD & “HD) & KD )

The memory controller 2 obtains separation data IDsy by
calculating IDsy=(MSDy & —HD) &KD in each of cases in
which vy is natural numbers from 1 to 5. The separation data
1Ds1, IDs2, 1Ds3, IDs4, and IDs5 have different numbers of
“1” data (and “0” data) bits.

The separation data MDs can be obtained by equation (8).

MDs = MSD & ~KD 8

The memory controller 2 obtains separation data MDsy by
calculating MDsy=MSDy & — KD in each of cases in which
v is natural numbers from 1 to 5. The separation data MDsl1,
MDs2, MDs3, MDs4, and MDs5 have different numbers of
“1” data (and “0” data) bits.

In each of cases in which 0 is C, G, I, and M, the numbers
of “1” data (or “0” data) bits read from memory cell
transistors MT having threshold voltages between a read
voltage VS1 and a read voltage V55 increase in the order of
separation data dDs1, dDs2, 8Ds3, 6Ds4, and dDs5. Accord-
ingly, the separation data dDsl to dDs5 can be used to
estimate the numbers of memory cell transistors MT having
threshold voltages with the same magnitudes as those of
read voltages V02 to V35 in the selected cell unit CU.

<1.2.2.2.3. Identification of Bit Counts and Shifted
Boundary Read Voltages>

The memory controller 2 performs the processing
described with reference to FIG. 17 on a set of the separation
data CDsl to CDs5, a set of the separation data GDsl to
GDs5, a set of the separation data IDs1 to IDs5, and a set of
the separation data MDsl to MDs5. As a result, the shifted
boundary read voltages VCS, VGS, VIS, and VMS can be
determined in the same manner as determining the shifted
boundary read voltage VAS.

<1.2.2.3. When Selected Page is Upper Page>

FIG. 20 is a sub-flowchart for step S5 when an upper page
is selected according to the first embodiment. As shown in
FIG. 20, the NO branch of step S4 goes to step S5301. A
procedure for determining shifted boundary read voltages
when an upper page is selected is almost the same as the
procedure for determining the shifted boundary read volt-
ages when the lower page is selected. Accordingly, differ-
ences from the processing shown in FIG. 10 will be mainly
described below.

The memory controller 2 obtains the E read data ED and
the K read data KD in steps S5301 to S5304. Steps S5301
and S5302 are respectively the same as steps S5103 and
S5104 in FIG. 10. In step S5303, the memory controller 2
instructs K read instead of E read in step S5301. In step
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S5304, the memory controller 2 executes K read and trans-
mits the K read data KD instead of executing E read and
transmitting the E read data ED in step S5302.

The memory controller 2 performs shift read Z times in
steps S5311 to S5315 as in steps S5111 to S5115 in FIG. 10.
Shift amounts AVB, AVH, and AVN in each shift read are
different from shift amounts AVB, AVH, and AVN in
another shift read.

In step S5311, the memory controller 2 sets z to 1 as in
step S5111 in FIG. 10.

Step S5312 is similar to step S5112 in FIG. 10. In step
S5312, the memory controller 2 instructs upper page read
(upper page shift read) USRz using shift read voltages in the
zth loop on the selected cell unit CU. In upper page shift read
USRz, the memory controller 2 specifies shift amounts
AVB2, AVHz, and AVNz.

Step S5313 is similar to step S5113 in FIG. 10. In step
S5313, the semiconductor memory 1 performs upper page
shift read USRz on the selected cell unit CU with the shift
amounts AVBz, AVHz, and AVNz. That is, the semicon-
ductor memory 1 performs upper page shift read with shift
read voltages VBz, VHz, and VNz instead of the read
voltages VB, VE, and VN. The shift read voltage VBz is
VB+AVBz. The shift read voltage VHz is VH+AVHz. The
shift read voltage VNz is VN+AVNz. The data obtained by
upper page shift read USRz is referred to as upper page shift
read data USDz.

Steps S5314 and S5315 are the same as steps S5114 and
S5115 in FIG. 10. When z=Z, (NO branch of step S5314), the
memory controller 2 sets z=z+1 in step S5315. The process
then returns to step S5312. When z=7 (YES branch of step
S5314), the process goes to step S5321. When the process
goes to step S5321, the memory controller 2 should store
upper page shift read data USD1, USD2, USD3, USD4, and
USDs.

Step S5321 is similar to step S5121 in FIG. 10. In step
S5321, the memory controller 2 masks particular bits of the
upper page shift read data USD1 to USD5 with the E read
data ED, and the K read data KD as in step S5121. To this
end, the memory controller 2 performs logical operations
using the E read data ED, the K read data KD, and the upper
page shift read data USD1 to USDS. Performing the logical
operations will produce separation data BDs such as BDsl1,
BDs2, BDs3, BDs4, and BDs5, HDs such as HDs1, HDs2,
HDs3, HDs4, and HDs5, and NDs such as NDs1, NDs2,
NDs3, NDs4, and NDs5. Separation data BDsz, HDsz, and
NDsz each are formed from part of the upper page shift read
data USDz. A method of obtaining the separation data BDs,
HDs, and NDs will be described later. The memory con-
troller stores the obtained separation data BDs, HDs, and
NDs in the RAM 23.

Step S5322 is similar to step S5122 in FIG. 10. In step
85322, the memory controller 2 calculates bit counts BCB1,
BCB2, BCB3, BCB4, BCB5, BCH1, BCH2, BCH3, BCH4,
BCHS5, BCN1, BCN2, BCN3, BCN4, and BCN5 with the
separation data BDs, HDs, and NDs as in step S5122.

Step S5323 is similar to step S5123 in FIG. 10. In step
85323, the memory controller 2 determines shifted bound-
ary read voltages VBS, VHS, and VNS with the bit counts
BCB1, BCB2, BCB3, BCB4, BCB5, BCH1, BCH2, BCH3,
BCH4, BCH5, BCN1, BCN2, BCN3, BCN4, and BCNS5 as
in step S5123.

The memory controller 2 then calculates shift amounts
AVBS, AVHS, and AVNS. The shift amount AVBS is
VBS-VB. The shift amount AVHS is VHS-VH. The shift
amount AVNS is VNS-VN.
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Step S5323 continues as step S6. When step S6 follows
step S5323, the memory controller 2 specifies the shift
amounts AVBS, AVHS, and AVNS in step S6.

The set of steps S5301 and S5302 and the set of steps
S5303 and S5304 can be performed in any order differently
from the order described with reference to FIG. 20.

The set of steps S5311, S5312, S5313, S5314, and S5315
may be performed before the set of steps S5301, S5302,
S5303, and S5304. In this case, NO branch of step S4
continues at step S5311, YES branch of step S5314 contin-
ues at step S5301, and step S5304 continues at step S5321.

<1.2.2.3.1. Shift Read>

FIG. 21 shows voltages applied to the selected word line
WL along the time in step S5313 according to the first
embodiment.

As described with reference to FIG. 6, while the voltage
is applied to the selected word line WL, for example, the
voltage VSG is applied to the select gate line SGDL coupled
to the selected string unit SU of the selected block BLK, and
the voltage VREAD is applied to the unselected word lines
WL.

As shown in FIG. 21, voltage application for upper page
shift read USRI is performed in the period from time t311
to time t314, and voltage application for upper page shift
read USR2 is performed in the subsequent period from time
1321 to time t324.

Subsequently, voltage application for upper page shift
read USR3 is performed in the period from time t331 to time
1334 (not shown), and voltage application for upper page
shift read USR4 is performed in the period from time t341
to time t344 (not shown). Voltage application for upper page
shift read USRS is then performed in the period from time
351 to time t354.

In the example in FIG. 11, in each of cases in which z=1,
2, and 3, the shift amounts AVBz, AVHz, and AVN have
negative magnitudes.

Likewise, in each of cases in which y is natural numbers
from 1 to 5 (inclusive), a read voltage VBYy is applied to the
selected word line WL over the period from time t3y1 to time
t3y2 to perform By read. A read voltage VHy is applied to the
selected word line WL over the period from time t3y2 to time
t3y3 to perform Hy read. A read voltage VNy is applied to the
selected word line WL over the period from time t3y3 to time
t3vy4 to perform Ny read.

<1.2.2.3.2. Separation Data Calculation>

In step S5321, the memory controller 2 performs, for
example, the following logical operations in the RAM 23 to
generate the separation data BDs, HDs, and NDs.

The separation data BDs can be obtained by equation (9).

BDs=USD & ED )

The memory controller 2 obtains separation data BDsy by
calculating BDsy=USDy & ED in each of cases in which y
is natural numbers from 1 to 5. The separation data BDsl1,
BDs2, BDs3, BDs4, and BDs5 have different numbers of
“1” data (and “0” data) bits.

The separation data HDs can be obtained by equation
(10).

HDs=(USD & "ED) & KD (10)

20

40

45

55

60

65

24

The memory controller 2 obtains separation data HDsy by
calculating HDsy=(USDy & —ED) & KD in each of cases
in which y is natural numbers from 1 to 5. The separation
data HDs1, HDs2, HDs3, HDs4, and HDs5 have different
numbers of “1” data bits.

The separation data NDs can be obtained by equation

11).

NDs=USD & “KD (1n

The memory controller 2 obtains separation data NDsy by
calculating NDsy=USDy & — KD in each of cases in which
v is natural numbers from 1 to 5. The separation data BDs1,
BDs2, BDs3, BDs4, and BDs5 have different numbers of
“1” data (and “0” data) bits.

In each of cases in which ¢ is B, H, and N, the numbers
of “1” data (or “0” data) bits read from memory cell
transistors MT having threshold voltages between a read
voltage V31 and a read voltage V85 increase in the order of
separation data 8Ds1, dDs2, 8Ds3, 6Ds4, and dDs5. Accord-
ingly, the separation data dDsl to dDs5 can be used to
estimate the numbers of memory cell transistors MT having
threshold voltages with the same magnitudes as those of
read voltages V02 to V35 in the selected cell unit CU.

<1.2.2.3.3. Identification of Bit Counts and Shifted
Boundary Read Voltages>

The memory controller 2 performs the processing
described with reference to FIG. 17 on a set of the separation
data BDsl to BDs5, a set of the separation data HDsl to
HDs5, and a set of the separation data MDs1 to MDs5. As
a result, the shifted boundary read voltages VBS, VHS, and
VNS can be determined in the same manner as determining
the shifted boundary read voltage VAS.

<1.2.2.4. When Selected Page is Top Page>

FIG. 22 is a sub-flowchart for step S5 when a top page is
selected according to the first embodiment. As shown in
FIG. 22, if the NO branch of step S4 goes to step S5401. A
procedure for determining shifted boundary read voltages
when a top page is selected is almost the same as the
procedure for determining the shifted boundary read volt-
ages when the lower page is selected. Accordingly, differ-
ences from the processing shown in FIG. 10 will be mainly
described below.

The memory controller 2 obtains the H read data HD, the
K read data KD, and the N read data ND in steps S5401 to
S5406. Steps S5401 and S5402 are respectively the same as
steps S5105 and S5106 in FIG. 10. In step S5403, the
memory controller 2 instructs K read instead of H read in
step S5401. In step S5404, the memory controller 2 executes
K read and transmits the K read data KD instead of execut-
ing H read and transmitting the H read data HD in step
S5402. In step S5405, the memory controller 2 instructs N
read instead of H read in step S5401. In step S5406, the
memory controller 2 executes N read and transmits the N
read data ND instead of executing H read and transmitting
the H read data HD in step S5402.

The memory controller 2 performs shift read Z times in
steps S5411 to S5415 as in steps S5111 to S5115 in FIG. 10.
Shift amounts AVE, AV, AVL, and AVO in each shift read
are different from shift amounts AVE, AV, AVL, and AVO
in another shift read.

In step S5411, the memory controller 2 sets z to 1 as in
step S5111 in FIG. 10.

Step S5412 is similar to step S5112 in FIG. 10. In step
S5412, the memory controller 2 instructs top page read (top
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page shift read) TSRz using shift read voltages in the zth
loop on the selected cell unit CU. In top page shift read
TSRz, the memory controller 2 specifies shift amounts
AVEz, AV]Iz, AVLz, and AVOz.

Step S5413 is similar to step S5113 in FIG. 10. In step
S5413, the semiconductor memory 1 performs top page shift
read TSRz on the selected cell unit CU with the shift
amounts AVEz, AVJz, AVLz, and AVOz. That is, the
semiconductor memory 1 performs top page shift read with
shift read voltages VEz, Vlz, VLz, and VOz instead of the
read voltages VE, VI, VL, and VO. The shift read voltage
VEz is VE+AVEz. The shift read voltage VJz is VI+AV]z.
The shift read voltage VLz is VL+AVLz. The shift read
voltage VOz is VO+AVOz. The data obtained by top page
shift read TSRz is referred to as top page shift read data
TSDz.

Steps S5414 and S5415 are the same as steps S5114 and
S5115 in FIG. 10. When z=7. (NO branch of step S5414), the
memory controller 2 sets z=z+1 in step S5415. The process
then returns to step S5412. When z=7 (YES branch of step
S5414), the process goes to step S5421. When the process
goes to step S5421, the memory controller 2 should store top
page shift read data TSD1, TSD2, TSD3, TSD4, and TSDS5.

Step S5421 is similar to step S5121 in FIG. 10. In step
S5421, the memory controller 2 masks particular bits of the
top page shift read data TSD1 to TSD5 with the H read data
HD, the K read data KD, and the N read data ND as in step
S5121. To this end, the memory controller 2 performs
logical operations using the H read data HD, the K read data
KD, the N read data ND and the top page shift read data
TSD1 to TSDS. Performing these logical operations will
produce separation data EDs such as EDs1, EDs2, EDs3,
EDs4, and EDs5, IDs such as IDs1, JDs2, JDs3, JDs4, and
JDs5, LDs such as LDs1, LDs2, LDs3, LDs4, and LDs5, and
ODs such as ODs1, ODs2, ODs3, ODs4, and ODs5. Sepa-
ration data EDsz, JDsz, LDsz, and ODsz each are formed
from part of the top page shift read data TSDz. A method of
obtaining the separation data EDs, JDs, LDs, and ODs will
be described later. The memory controller 2 stores the
obtained separation data EDs, JDs, LDs, and ODs in the
RAM 23.

Step S5422 is similar to step S5122 in FIG. 10. In step
S5422, the memory controller 2 calculates bit counts BCE1,
BCE2, BCE3, BCE4, BCES5, BCJ1, BCJ2, BCJ3, BCJ4,
BCIJ5, BCL1, BCL2, BCL3, BCL4, BCL5, BCO1, BCO2,
BCO3, BCO4, and BCOS5 with the separation data EDs, JDs,
LDs, and ODs as in step S5122.

Step S5423 is similar to step S5123 in FIG. 10. In step
S5423, the memory controller 2 determines shifted bound-
ary read voltages VES, VIS, VLS, and VOS with the bit
counts BCE1, BCE2, BCE3, BCE4, BCE5, BCI1, BCJ2,
BCIJ3, BCJ4, BCJ5, BCL1, BCL2, BCL3, BCL4, BCLS5,
BCO1, BCO2, BCO3, BCO4, and BCOS as in step S5123.

The memory controller 2 then calculates shift amounts
AVES, AVIJS, AVLS and AVOS. The shift amount AVES is
VES-VE. The shift amount AVJS is VIS-VIJ. The shift
amount AVLS is VLS-VL. The shift amount AVOS is
VOS-VO.

Step S5423 continues at step S6. When step S6 follows
step S5423, the memory controller 2 specifies the shift
amounts AVES, AVIJS, AVLS, and AVOS in step S6.

The set of steps S5401 and S5402, the set of steps S5403
and S5404, and the set of steps S5405 and 35406 can be
performed in any order differently from the order described
with reference to FIG. 22.

The set of steps S5411, S5412, S5413, S5414, and S5415
may be performed before the set of steps S5401, S5402,
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S5403, S5404, S5405, and S5406. In this case, NO branch
of step S4 continues at step S5411, YES branch of step
S5414 continues at step S5401, and step S5406 continues at
S5421.

<1.2.2.4.1. Shift Read>

FIG. 23 shows voltages applied to the selected word line
WL along the time in step S5413 according to the first
embodiment.

As described with reference to FIG. 6, while the voltage
is applied to the selected word line WL, for example, the
voltage VSG is applied to the select gate line SGDL coupled
to the selected string unit SU of the selected block BLK, and
the voltage VREAD is applied to the unselected word lines
WL.

As shown in FIG. 23, voltage application for top page
shift read TSR1 is performed in the period from time t411 to
time t415, and voltage application for top page shift read
TSR2 is performed in the subsequent period from time t421
to time t425. Subsequently, voltage application for top page
shift read TSR3 is performed in the period from time t431
to time t435 (not shown), and voltage application for top
page shift read TSR4 is performed in the period from time
1441 to time t445 (not shown). Voltage application for top
page shift read TSRS is then performed in the period from
time t451 to time t455.

In the example in FIG. 23, in each of cases in which z=1,
2, and 3, the shift amounts AVEz, AVJz, AVL, and AVO
have negative magnitudes.

Likewise, in each of cases in which y is natural numbers
from 1 to 5 (inclusive), a read voltage VEy is applied to the
selected word line WL over the period from time t4y1 to time
t4y2 to perform Ey read. A read voltage VJy is applied to the
selected word line WL over the period from time t4y2 to time
t4y3 to perform Jy read. A read voltage VLy is applied to the
selected word line WL over the period from time t4y3 to time
t4v4 to perform Ly read. A read voltage VOy is applied to the
selected word line WL over the period from time t4y4 to time
t4y5 to perform Qy read.

<1.2.2.4.2. Separation Data Calculation>

In step S5421, the memory controller 2 performs, for
example, the following logical operations in the RAM 23 to
generate the separation data EDs, JDs, LDs, and ODs.

The separation data EDs can be obtained by equation (12).

EDs=TSD & HD (12)

The memory controller 2 obtains separation data EDsy by
calculating EDsy=TSDy & ~—HD in each of cases in which
v is natural numbers from 1 to 5. The separation data EDs1,
EDs2, EDs3, EDs4, and EDs5 have different numbers of <“1”
data (and “0” data) bits.

The separation data JDs can be obtained by equation (13).

JDs=(ISD & ~HD) & KD (13)

The memory controller 2 obtains separation data JDsy by
calculating IDsy=(TSDy & —HD) & KD in each of cases in
which vy is natural numbers from 1 to 5. The separation data
IDs1, JDs2, IDs3, IDs4, and JDs5 have different numbers of
“1” data (and “0” data) bits.
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The separation data LDs can be obtained by equation (14).

LDs=(ISD & “KD) & ND (14

The memory controller 2 obtains separation data L.Dsy by
calculating LDsy=(TSD & — KD) & ND in each of cases in
which vy is natural numbers from 1 to 5. The separation data
LDs1, LDs2, LDs3, LDs4, and LDs5 have different numbers
of “1” data (and “0” data) bits.

The separation data ODs can be obtained by equation

(15).

ODs=TSD & ~ND (15)

The memory controller 2 obtains separation data ODsy by
calculating ODsy=TSDy & ~—ND in each of cases in which
v is natural numbers from 1 to 5. The separation data ODsl1,
0ODs2, ODs3, ODs4, and ODs5 have different numbers of
“1” data (and “0” data) bits.

In each of cases in which 8 is E, I, L, and O, the numbers
of “1” data (or “0” data) bits read from memory cell
transistors MT having threshold voltages between a read
voltage VS1 and a read voltage V65 increase in the order of
separation data dDs1, dDs2, 8Ds3, 6Ds4, and dDs5. Accord-
ingly, the separation data dDsl to dDs5 can be used to
estimate the numbers of memory cell transistors MT having
threshold voltages with the same magnitudes as those of
read voltages V02 to V35 in the selected cell unit CU.

<1.2.2.43. Identification of Bit Counts and Shifted
Boundary Read Voltages>

The memory controller 2 performs the processing
described with reference to FIG. 17 on a set of the separation
data EDs1 to EDs5, a set of the separation data JDs1 to JDs5,
a set of the separation data L.Ds1 to LDs5, and a set of the
separation data ODsl to ODs5. As a result, the shifted
boundary read voltages VES, VIS, and VLS, and VOS can
be determined in the same manner as determining the shifted
boundary read voltage VAS.

<1.3. Advantages (Effects)>

According to the first embodiment, necessary shifted
boundary read voltages VCGRS can be determined in a short
period of time, as will be described below.

For comparison, when errorless data is not obtained from
data read from a selected page, the shifted boundary read
voltage VCGRS can be determined in the following manner.
That is, a plurality of shifted boundary read voltages
VCGRS required for the selected page are determined by
individual tracking. For example, when a lower page is a
read target with four-bit allocation in a state like that shown
in FIG. 3, estimating the shifted boundary read voltage VAS
requires performing single state read Z (for example, five)
times using a plurality of read voltages VCGR having
different magnitudes near the read voltage VA. The data
obtained by such single state reads are transmitted from the
semiconductor memory to the memory controller. The
memory controller determines the shifted boundary read
voltage VAS from the received data. It is necessary to
perform such Z single state reads, the transmission of the
single state read data from the semiconductor memory to the
memory controller, and the determination of the shifted
boundary read voltage VCGRS, in order to determine the
remaining shifted boundary read voltages VDS, VFS, and
VKS. It is, therefore, necessary to transfer page-size data
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from the semiconductor memory to the memory controller
4x7 (=20) times. This requires a long time.

The same applies to other pages. In each of the cases of
a middle page and a top page, data transfer needs to be
performed 4x7 (=20) times. In the case of an upper page,
data transfer needs to be performed 3xZ (=15) times.

When other pages are read targets or bit allocation differs
from that shown in FIG. 3, the necessary number of times of
data transfer can vary. Based on any bit allocation, even if
the number of times of data transfer in a first page is small,
the number of times of data transfer is accordingly large in
a second page. That is, in the method according to the
comparative example, the average of the numbers of times
of data transfer required for read from pages is large.

According to the first embodiment, shift read is performed
a plurality of times with all the boundary read voltages
VCGR 1in a selected page shifted, shift read data is masked
based on the results obtained by single state read performed
several times to obtain separation data, and the shifted
boundary read voltages VCGRS are determined from the
separation data. Accordingly, the number of times 1-page
size data is transmitted from the semiconductor memory 1 to
the memory controller 2 for the estimation of the shifted
boundary read voltages VCGRS is smaller than that in the
case described above for comparison. The maximum num-
ber of times of transmission of page-size data occurs in the
cases of a lower page, a middle page, and a top page, and it
is total of 3+Z (=8), including three times of transmission of
single state read data and Z times of transmission of lower
page shift read data. Therefore, the shifted boundary read
voltages VCGRS can be determined based on the number of
times of transmission of page-size data which is smaller than
that in the method according to the comparative example.
This makes it possible to determine the shifted boundary
read voltages VCGRS in a shorter time than in the method
according to the comparative example.

<1.4. Modification>

Equations (1) to (15) each are merely an example of a
logical operation. Any logical operation can be used as long
as separation data having the above characteristics can be
obtained.

Second Embodiment

The second embodiment is similar to the first embodiment
and concerns an example in which shifted boundary read
voltages VCGRS like those in the first embodiment are
determined for all four pages of a selected cell unit CU
together.

<2.1. Structure (Configuration)>

A memory system 5 according to the second embodiment
has the same components and connections as those in the
memory system 5 according to the first embodiment. A
memory controller 2 according to the second embodiment is
configured to perform the operation described below. More
specifically, firmware in the ROM 24 is configured to cause
the memory controller 2 to perform the operation described
below.

<2.2. Operation>

FIG. 24 shows a flowchart for an operation of the memory
system according to the second embodiment. FIG. 24, in
particular, shows a flowchart for the estimation of all shifted
boundary read voltages VCGRS for all the four pages in one
selected cell unit CU. The flowchart shown in FIG. 24 can
be performed when, for example, read from all the pages in
the selected cell unit CU is to be performed, but errorless
data fails to be obtained by read from one page in the
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selected cell unit CU. That is, the flowchart shown in FIG.
24 can be performed as a sub-flowchart for step S5 when, for
example, read from the four pages in the selected cell unit
CU based on FIG. 5 of the first embodiment is planned to be
performed.

As shown in FIGS. 24 and 25, the memory controller 2
obtains B read data BD, E read data ED, H read data HD, N
read data ND, and K read data KD in steps S11 to S20. Steps
S11, S12, S13, S14, S15, and S16 are respectively the same
as steps S5101, S5102, S5103, S5104, S5105, and S5106 in
FIG. 10. In step S17, the memory controller 2 instructs K
read instead of B read in step S11. In step S18, the memory
controller 2 executes K read and transmits the K read data
KD instead of executing B read and transmitting the B read
data BD in step S12. In step S19, the memory controller 2
instructs N read instead of B read in step S11. In step S20,
the memory controller 2 executes N read and transmits the
N read data ND instead of executing B read and transmitting
the B read data BD in step S12.

The memory controller 2 performs shift read Z times on
all the selected pages in steps S21 to S28 as in steps S5111
to S5115 in FIG. 10. The memory controller 2 can perform
shift read on selected pages in any order. An example of this
operation will be described below.

In step S21, the memory controller 2 sets a parameter t to
1. The parameter t specifies a page as a shift read target. For
example, the memory controller 2 performs shift read on a
lower page, a middle page, an upper page, and a top page
when tis 1, 2, 3, and 4, respectively.

Steps S22, S23, and S24 are respectively similar to steps
S5111, S5112, and S5113 in FIG. 10. The flowchart differs
from that in FIG. 10 in that the memory controller 2 specifies
a shift amount AVXz for boundary read depending on which
page is selected in step S23 and the semiconductor memory
1 executes shift read with on a selected page in step S24.
Operations in step S23 while a lower page, a middle page,
an upper page, and a top page are selected are respectively
the same as those in step S5112 in FIG. 10, step S5212 in
FIG. 18, step S5312 in FIG. 20, and step S5412 in FIG. 22.
Operations in step S24 while a lower page, a middle page,
an upper page, and a top page are selected are respectively
the same as those in step S5113 in FIG. 10, step S5213 in
FIG. 18, step S5313 in FIG. 20, and step S5413 in FIG. 22.

Steps S26 and S27 are respectively the same as steps
S5114 and S5115 in FIG. 10. When z=Z, the memory
controller 2 sets z=z+1 in step S27. The process then returns
to step S23. When 7=7, the process goes to step S28.

In step S28, the memory controller 2 determines whether
tis a maximum value T. T is 4. When t=T (NO branch of step
S28), the memory controller 2 sets t=t+1 in step S29. The
process then goes to step S22. When t=T (YES branch of
step S28), the process goes to step S31. When the process
goes to step S31, the memory controller 2 should store lower
page shift read data LSDy, middle page shift read data
MSDy, upper page shift read data USDy, and top page shift
read data TSLy in cases in which y is natural numbers from
1to 5.

Step S31 is similar to step S5121 in FIG. 10. In step S31,
the memory controller 2 performs step S5121 in FIG. 10,
step S5221 in FIG. 18, step S5321 in FIG. 20, and step
S5421 in FIG. 22. As a result, separation data ADsy, BDsy,
CDsy, DDsy, EDsy, FDsy, GDsy, HDsy, IDsy, JDsy, KDsy,
LDsy, MDsy, NDsy, and ODsy are obtained in each of cases
in which y is natural numbers from 1 to 5. The memory
controller 2 can calculate the separation data ADsy, BDsy,
CDsy, DDsy, EDsy, FDsy, GDsy, HDsy, IDsy, JDsy, KDsy,
LDsy, MDsy, NDsy, and ODsy in any order.
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Step S32 is similar to step S5122 in FIG. 10. In step S32,
the memory controller 2 performs step S5122 in FIG. 10,
step S5222 in FIG. 18, step S532? in FIG. 20, and step S5422
in FIG. 22. As a result, bit counts BCAy, BCBy, BCCy,
BCDy, BCEy, BCFy, BCGy, BCHy, BCly, BCly, BCKy,
BCLy, and BCOy are obtained in each of the cases in which
vy is natural numbers from 1 to 5.

Step S33 is similar to step S5123 in FIG. 10. In step S33,
the memory controller 2 performs step S5123 in FIG. 10,
step S5223 in FIG. 18, step S5323 in FIG. 20, and step
S5423 in FIG. 22. As a result, shifted boundary read voltages
VAS, VBS, VCS, VDS, VES, VFS, VGS, VHS, VIS, VIS,
VKS, VLS, VMS, VNS, and VOS are determined.

Subsequently, the memory controller 2 can perform lower
page shift read while specifying the shifted boundary read
voltages VAS, VDS, VFS, and VKS specified, middle page
shift read while specifying the shifted boundary read volt-
ages VCS, VGS, VIS, and VMS, upper page shift read while
specifying the shifted boundary read voltages VBS, VHS,
and VNS, and top page shift read while specitying the
shifted boundary read voltages VES, VIS, VLS, and VOS.

According to the second embodiment, as in the first
embodiment, the memory controller 2 performs shift read a
plurality of times with all the boundary read voltages VCGR
for the selected string unit SU shifted, masks shift read data
based on the result of single state read performed several
times to obtain separation data, and determines the shifted
boundary read voltages VCGRS from the separation data.
Accordingly, the same advantages as those of the first
embodiment can be obtained.

Third Embodiment

The third embodiment is similar to the second embodi-
ment but differs from the second embodiment in a method of
obtaining shift read data from all the four pages of a selected
cell unit CU.

<3.1. Structure (Configuration)>

A memory system 5 according to the third embodiment
has the same components and connections as those in the
memory system 5 according to the first embodiment. A
memory controller 2 according to the third embodiment is
configured to perform the operation described below.

<3.2. Operation>

FIG. 26 shows a flowchart for an operation of the memory
system according to the third embodiment. FIG. 26, in
particular, shows a flowchart for the estimation of all shifted
boundary read voltages VCGRS for all the four pages in one
selected cell unit CU. As in the second embodiment, the
flowchart shown in FIG. 26 can be performed when, for
example, read from all the pages in the selected cell unit CU
is to be performed, but errorless data fails to be obtained by
read from one page in the selected cell unit CU.

The flowchart in FIG. 26 includes steps S22, S41, S42,
S43, and S44 instead of steps S21, S22, S23, S24, S25, S26,
S27, S28, and S29 in the flowchart in FIG. 25 according to
the second embodiment.

In step S41, the memory controller 2 instructs sequential
read (shift sequential read) SSRz using shift read voltages in
the zth loop on a selected cell unit CU. The memory
controller 2 specifies shift amounts AVAZ, AVBz, AVCz,
AVDz, AVEz, AVFz, AVGz, AVHz, AVIz, AV]z, AVKz,
AVLz, AVMz, AVNz, and AVOz in shift sequential read
SSRz.

In step S42, a semiconductor memory 1 performs shift
sequential read SSRz on the selected cell unit CU with the
shift amounts AVAz, AVBz, AVCz, AVDz, AVEz, AVFz,
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AVGz, AVHz, AVIz, AV]z, AVKz, AVLz, AVMz, AVNz,
and AVOz. Shift sequential read SSRz will be described
later. As a result of the shift sequential read SSRz, lower
page shift read data LSDz, middle page shift read data
MSDz, upper page shift read data USDz, and top page shift
read data TSDz are obtained.

Steps S43 and S44 are respectively the same as steps
S5114 and S5115 in FIG. 10. When z=7 (NO branch of step
S43), the memory controller 2 sets z=z+1 in step S44. The
process then returns to step S41. When z=7. (YES branch of
step S43), the process goes to step S31.

FIG. 27 shows voltages applied to the selected word line
WL along the time in an operation of the semiconductor
memory 1 according to the third embodiment. FIG. 27
shows voltages in step S42 in FIG. 26 in the first loop, that
is, during shift sequential read SSR1.

As shown in FIG. 27, the semiconductor memory 1
applies read voltages VA1, VB1, VC1, VD1, VE1, VF1,
V(G1, VHI, VI1, VI1, VK1, VL1, VM1, VN1, and VO1 to
the selected word line WL in the period from time t1 to time
12 in this order. While applying the read voltages VA1, VBI1,
VC1, VD1, VE1, VF1, VG1, VH1, VI1, VI]1, VK1, VL1,
VM1, VN1, and VOI, the semiconductor memory 1 respec-
tively performs Al read, B1 read, C1 read, D1 read, E1 read,
F1 read, G1 read, H1 read, 11 read, J1 read, K1 read, L1 read,
M1 read, N1 read, and O1 read. As a result, Al read data, B1
read data, C1 read data, D1 read data, E1 read data, F1 read
data, G1 read data, H1 read data, 11 read data, J1 read data,
K1 read data, L1 read data, M1 read data, N1 read data, and
O1 read data are obtained.

Subsequently, the semiconductor memory 1 obtains lower
page shift read data LSD1, middle page shift read data
MSD1, upper page shift read data USD1, and top page shift
read data TSD1 by logical operations of the A1 read data, the
B1 read data, the C1 read data, the D1 read data, the E1 read
data, the F1 read data, the G1 read data, the H1 read data, the
11 read data, the J1 read data, the K1 read data, the L1 read
data, the M1 read data, the N1 read data, and the O1 read
data. The same applies to shift sequential reads SSR1 to
SSRS5. In shift sequential read SSRz, shift read voltages
VAz, VBz, VCz, VDz, VEz, VFz, VGz, VHz, Viz, Vlz,
VKz, VLz, VMz, VNz, and VOz are applied in this order.

According to the third embodiment, as in the first embodi-
ment, shift read data is masked based on the result of single
state read performed several times to obtain separation data,
and shifted boundary read voltages are estimated from the
separation data. Accordingly, the third embodiment pro-
duces the same advantages as those of the first embodiment.

According to the third embodiment, all shifted boundary
read voltages VCGRS for four pages in one cell unit CU are
estimated by shift sequential read. Accordingly, all the
shifted boundary read voltages VCGRS for four pages in a
cell unit CU can be estimated in a shorter time than in the
first embodiment.

Fourth Embodiment

The fourth embodiment differs from the first embodiment
in the method of generating separation data and the method
of determining shifted boundary read voltages VCGRS.
More specifically, the fourth embodiment differs from the
first embodiment in the sub-flowchart for step S5 in FIG. 5.

<4.1. Structure (Configuration)>

A memory system 5 according to the fourth embodiment
has the same components and connections as those in the
memory system 5 according to the first embodiment. A
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memory controller 2 according to the fourth embodiment is
configured to perform the operation described below.

<4.2. Operation>

The memory controller 2 generates each write data of
page size through randomization of data. Randomization
means generating data so as to equalize the occurrence
frequencies of the values of bits in page-size data and the
biased arrangement of the respective values. As a result, the
number of “1” data is almost equal to the number of “0” data
in the page-size data, and the bits of the “1” data are almost
uniformly distributed so are the bits of the “0” data.

Writing such randomized data in a semiconductor
memory 1 can equalize the number of “1” data bits to the
number of “0” data bits in all the four bits stored in each
selected memory cell transistor MT and uniformize the
numbers of “1” data bits and the numbers of “0” data bits
throughout all selected memory cell transistors MT. That is,
the numbers of memory cell transistors MT in Er state to O
state in each cell unit CU in which data are written are
almost equal. The number of memory cell transistors MT in
any state of Er state to O state in each cell unit CU with data
written is p/16. Note that p is the number of memory cell
transistors MT in one cell unit CU.

<4.2.1. Read Voltage Estimation>

Flowcharts for step S5 differ depending on which one of
a lower page, a middle page, an upper page, and a top page
is selected. A case in which a selected page is a lower page
will be described first with reference to FIG. 28.

<4.2.1.1. When Selected Page is Lower Page>

<4.2.1.1.1. Read Voltage Estimation>

FIG. 28 shows a flowchart for an operation of the memory
system according to the fourth embodiment. This flowchart
is a sub-flowchart for step S5 in FIG. 5. As shown in FIG.
28, the YES branch of step S5114 continues at step S51.

In step S51, as in step S5121 in FIG. 10 according to the
first embodiment, the memory controller 2 masks particular
bits of lower page shift read data L.SD1 to LSD5 with B read
data BD, E read data ED, and H read data HD. To this end,
the memory controller 2 performs logical operations using B
read data BD, E read data ED, H read data HD, and lower
page shift read data L.SD1 to LSDS5. Performing the logical
operations will produce separation data ADr such as ADrl,
ADr2, ADr3, ADrd4, and ADr5, DDr such as DDrl, DDr2,
DDr3, DDrd4, and DDr5, FDr such as FDrl, FDr2, FDr3,
FDrd4, and FDr5, and KDr such as KDrl, KDr2, KDr3,
KDr4, and KDr5. The logical operations differ from those in
the first embodiment and will be described later.

In step S52, the memory controller 2 calculates bit counts
OCA such as OCAl, OCA2, OCA3, OCA4, and OCAS,
OCD such as OCD1, OCD2, OCD3, OCD4, and OCDS5,
OCF such as OCF1, OCF2, OCF3, OCF4, and OCF5, and
OCK such as OCK1, OCK2, OCK3, OCK4, and OCK5 with
the separation data ADr, DDr, FDr, and KDr. OCA1, OCA2,
OCA3, OCA4, OCA5, OCD1, OCD2, OCD3, OCD4,
OCD5, OCF1, OCF2, OCF3, OCF4, OCF5, OCK1, OCK2,
OCK3, OCK4, and OCKS5 respectively represent the num-
bers of “1” data bits in the separation data ADrl, ADr2,
ADr3, ADrd4, ADr5, DDrl, DDr2, DDr3, DDrd, DDr5,
FDrl, FDr2, FDr3, FDrd4, FDr5, KDrl, KDr2, KDr3, KDr4,
and KDr5.

In step S53, the memory controller 2 detects a candidate
of the valley (local minimum) position corresponding to the
voltage that can be selected as a shifted boundary read
voltage VAS using the “1” data bit counts OCA1, OCA2,
OCA3, OCA4, and OCAS. Likewise, the memory controller
2 detects a candidate of the valley position corresponding to
the voltage that can be selected for a shifted boundary read
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voltage VDS using the “1” data bit counts OCD1, OCD2,
OCD3, OCD4, and OCDS5. The memory controller 2 detects
a candidate of the valley position corresponding to the
voltage that can be selected for a shifted boundary read
voltage VFS using the “1” data bit counts OCF1, OCF2,
OCF3, OCF4, and OCF5. The memory controller 2 detects
a candidate of the valley position corresponding to the
voltage that can be selected for a shifted boundary read
voltage VKS by using the “1” data bit counts OCK1, OCK2,
OCK3, OCK4, and OCKS.

In step S54, the memory controller 2 selects a valley
position to be used from the valley position candidates
detected for the shifted boundary read voltage VAS. A
method of selecting a valley position will be described later.
A read voltage VCGR corresponding to the selected valley
position is used as the shifted boundary read voltage VAS.
Likewise, the memory controller 2 selects a valley position
to be used from the valley position candidates detected for
the shifted boundary read voltage VDS, and determines the
shifted boundary read voltage VDS. The memory controller
2 selects a valley position to be used from the valley position
candidates detected for the shifted boundary read voltage
VFS, and determines the shifted boundary read voltage VFS.
The memory controller 2 selects a valley position to be used
from the valley position candidates detected for the shifted
boundary read voltage VKS, and determines the shifted
boundary read voltage VKS.

<4.2.1.1.2. Separation Data Calculation>

The separation data ADs can be obtained by equation

(16).

ADr=LSD & BD (16)

The memory controller 2 obtains separation data ADry by
calculating ADry=1.SDy & BD in each of cases in which y
is natural numbers from 1 to 5. The separation data ADry has
“1” data in a bit of a selected memory cell transistor MT
having a threshold voltage lower than a read voltage VAy
and has “0” data in a bit of a selected memory cell transistor
MT having a threshold voltage equal to or higher than the
read voltage VAy.

The separation data DDr can be obtained by equation

(17).

DDry = ("LSD|BD) & ED (n

“p

The operator indicates an OR operation on two
operands on both sides.

The memory controller 2 obtains separation data DDry by
calculating DDry=(""LSDyIBD) & ED in each of cases in
which y is natural numbers from 1 to 5.

FIG. 29 shows an example of data obtained by step S51
according to the fourth embodiment. FIG. 29 shows an
example of the separation data DDr. As shown in FIG. 29,
the separation data DDry has “1” data in a bit of a selected
memory cell transistor MT having a threshold voltage lower
than a read voltage VDy and has “0” data in a bit of a
selected memory cell transistor MT having a threshold
voltage equal to or higher than the read voltage VDy.

The separation data FDr can be obtained by equation (18).

FDry = (LSD|ED) & HD (18)
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The memory controller 2 obtains separation data FDry by
calculating FDry=(LSDyIED) & HD in each of cases in
which y is natural numbers from 1 to 5.
The separation data KDr can be obtained by equation

(19).

KDr="LSD| HD 19

The memory controller 2 obtains separation data KDry by
calculating KDry=""LSDyIHD in each of cases in which y
is natural numbers from 1 to 5.

With regard to all combinations of cases in which y is
natural numbers from 1 to 5 and cases in which 8 are F and
K, like the separation data ADr and DDr, separation data
ODry has “1” data in a bit of a selected memory cell
transistor MT having a threshold voltage lower than a read
voltage VOy and has “0” data in a bit of a selected memory
cell transistor MT having a threshold voltage equal to or
higher than the read voltage VDy.

<4.2.1.2. When Selected Page is Page Other than Lower
Page>

<4.2.1.2.1. Read Voltage Estimation>

A flowchart for a middle page, upper page, or top page
selected is the same as that described with reference to FIG.
28. These flowcharts differ in single state read executed in
steps S5101 to S5106, shift read executed in steps S5112 and
S5113, and calculation of separation data in step S51. In
addition, in steps S53 and S54, the memory controller 2
detects valley position candidates and selects a valley posi-
tion for the shifted boundary read voltages VCGRS corre-
sponding to a selected page.

When a middle page is selected, the memory controller 2
obtains E read data ED, H read data HD, and K read data KD
by performing E read, H read, and K read instead of B read,
E read, and H read in steps S5101 to S5106. The memory
controller 2 performs middle page shift read using shift read
voltages VCz, VGz, VIz, and VMz instead of lower page
shift read using shift read voltages VAz, VDz, VFz, and VKz
in steps S5112 and S5113.

When an upper page is selected, the memory controller 2
obtains E read data ED and K read data KD by performing
E read and K read instead of B read, E read, and H read in
steps S5101 to S5106. The memory controller 2 performs
upper page shift read using shift read voltages VBz, VHz,
and VNMz instead of lower page shift read using shift read
voltages VAz, VDz, VFz, and VKz in steps S5112 and
S5113.

When a top page is selected, the memory controller 2
obtains H read data HD, K read data KD, and N read data
ND by performing H read, K read, and N read instead of B
read, E read, and H read in steps S5101 to S5106. The
memory controller 2 performs top page shift read using shift
read voltages VEz, VIz, VLz, and VOz instead of lower page
shift read using shift read voltages VAz, VDz, VFz, and VKz
in steps S5112 and S5113.

<4.2.1.1.2. Separation Data Calculation>

Separation data when a page other than a lower page is
selected can be calculated by a method described below.
Descriptions in chapter <4.2.1.1.2. Separation Data Calcu-
lation> apply to points other than those described below.

Separation data CDr, GDr, IDr, and MDr when a middle
page is selected can be calculated by the following equa-
tions.



US 11,682,464 B2

35
The separation data CDr can be obtained by equation (20).

CDr=MSD & ED ©0)

The separation data GDr can be obtained by equation

@1).

GDr = ("MSD|ED) & HD ©en

The separation data IDr can be obtained by equation (22).

IDr = (MSD| HD) & KD ©22)

The separation data MDr can be obtained by equation
(23).

MDr = ~MSD| KD 23)

The memory controller 2 obtains separation data CDrl,
CDr2, CDr3, CDr4, CDr5, GDrl, GDr2, GDr3, GDr4,
GDr5, 1Dr1, IDr2, IDr3, 1Drd, IDr5, MDrl, MDr2, MDr3,
MDr4, and MDr5 in the same manner as in the case of a
lower page.

Separation data BDr, HDr, and NDr when an upper page
is selected can be calculated by the following equations.

The separation data BDr can be obtained by equation (24).

BDr=USD & ED 24

The separation data HDr can be obtained by equation
(25).

HDr = ("USD|ED) & KD ©25)

The separation data NDr can be obtained by equation
(26).

NDr = USD| KD (26)

The memory controller 2 obtains separation data BDrl,
BDr2, BDr3, BDr4, BDr5, HDrl, HDr2, HDr3, HDr4,
HDr5, NDrl, NDr2, NDr3, NDr4, and NDr5 in the same
manner as in the case of a lower page.

Separation data EDr, IDr, LDr, and ODr when a top page
is selected can be calculated by the following equations.

The separation data EDr can be obtained by equation (27).

EDr=TSD & HD %))
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The separation data JDr can be obtained by equation (28).

JDr = ("TSD| HD) & KD (28)

The separation data LDr can be obtained by equation (29).

LDr=(TSD|KD) & ND (29)

The separation data ODr can be obtained by equation
(30).

ODr="TSD|ND 30)

The memory controller 2 obtains separation data EDrl,
EDr2, EDr3, EDr4, EDr5, IDr1, JDr2, JDr3, IDr4, JDr5,
LDrl, LDr2, LDr3, LDr4, LDr5, ODrl, ODr2, ODr3, ODr4,
and ODr5 in the same manner as in the case of a lower page.

With regard to all combinations of cases in which y is
natural numbers from 1 to 5 and cases in which & are B, C,
E, G, H, 1 J, L, M, N, and O, separation data dDry has “1”
data in a bit of a selected memory cell transistor MT having
a threshold voltage lower than a read voltage VOy and has
“0” data in a bit of a selected memory cell transistor MT
having a threshold voltage equal to or higher than the read
voltage VDy.

<4.2.1.3. Valley Position Candidate Detection>

FIG. 30 shows a flowchart for an operation of the memory
system according to the fourth embodiment. This flowchart
is a sub-flowchart for step S53 in FIG. 28. FIG. 30 shows an
example in which shift read is performed ten times for the
estimation of one shifted boundary read voltage VCGRS
(for example, a shifted boundary read voltage VAS), i.e., an
example in which Z=10. The following description and FIG.
30 concern a boundary read voltage VX that is estimated in
a manner that can apply to not only a case for the estimation
of the shifted boundary read voltage VAS but also a case for
the estimation of another shifted boundary read voltage
VXS.

FIG. 31 shows differences between the adjacent twos of
“1” data bit counts OCX1 to OCX10 of ten separation data
XDr1 to XDr10 based on the ten shift read data obtained for
the estimation of one boundary read voltage VX, i.e., OCXw
(where w is a natural number between 2 and 10 (inclusive))—
OCX(w-1), according to the fourth embodiment.

As shown in FIG. 30, in step S101, the memory controller
2 sets a parameter i (where i is a natural number) to 1. In step
S102, the memory controller 2 sets a parameter Slope; to
“DOWN”. As a more specific example, Slope; has one bit,
and the value “DOWN” is “0” data.

In step S103, the memory controller 2 determines whether
i=7. 7 represents the number of times of shift read to be
executed. That is, Z is 10 in this case. When i=Z (YES
branch of step S103), the processing is terminated. When
=7, the process goes to step S104. In step S104, the memory
controller 2 sets i=i+1.

In step S111, the memory controller 2 determines whether
iis lower than Z. When i is lower than Z (YES ranch of step
S111), the process goes to step S112.

In step S112, the memory controller 2 obtains OC_diff;,
OC_dift,_,, and Slope_,_,. OC_diff; is the value obtained by
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subtracting “1” data bit count OCXi in separation data XDr,
from ““1” data bit count OCX(i+1) in separation data XDr, ;.

In step S113, the memory controller 2 determines whether
OC_diff,_; exceeds OC_diff, When OC_diff, ; exceeds
OC_dift,(YES branch of step S113), it indicates that the
amount of change from the “1” data bit count at the read
voltage VX(i-1) to the “1” data bit count at the read voltage
VXi is larger than the amount of change from the “1” data
bit count at the read voltage VXi to the “1” data bit count at
the read voltage VX(i+1), and the amount of change in “1”
data bit count decreases from that at the read voltage VXi to
that at the read voltage VX(i+1). Accordingly, in step S114,
the memory controller 2 sets Slope; to “DOWN?”.

When OC_diff, ; does not exceed OC_diff, (NO branch of
step S113), it indicates that the amount of change from the
“1” data bit count at the read voltage VX(i-1) to the “1” data
bit count at the read voltage VXi is equal to or lower than
the amount of change from the “1” data bit count at the read
voltage VXi to the “1” data bit count at the read voltage
VX(i+1), and the amount of change in “1” data bit count
increases from that at the read voltage VXi to that at the read
voltage VX(i+1). Accordingly, in step S115, the memory
controller 2 sets Slope; to “UP”. Step S121 follows steps
S114 and S115.

When izZ (NO branch of step S111) in step S111, the
process goes to step S131. In step S131, the memory
controller 2 obtains Slope,_;. Step S131 continues at step
S115, and Slope, is set to “UP”. That is, when i=10, the
memory controller 2 sets Slope, to “UP” regardless of the
magnitudes of OC_diff, ; and OC_diff,.

In step S121, the memory controller 2 determines whether
Slope,_;=“DOWN” and Slope=UP”. When they hold
(YES ranch of step S121), it indicates that OC_diff, , is
smaller than both OC_diff, , and OC_diff,. Accordingly,
OC_diff, ; can be determine as a candidate of a valley
position in the threshold voltage distribution of the memory
cell transistors MT. Based on this, in step S122, the memory
controller 2 selects OC_diff;_, as a valley position candidate.
Step S122 continues at step S103.

When i=10, because Slope, is unconditionally set to “UP”
in step S115, the memory controller 2 determines OC_diff,
as a valley position candidate as long as Slope, is “DOWN”.
Likewise, when i=1, because Slope, is unconditionally set to
“DOWN?” in step S102, the memory controller 2 determines
OC_diff] as a valley position candidate as long as Slope, is
“Uup”.

When the conditions in step S121 do not hold, the
memory controller 2 determines in step S123 that OC_diff,
is not a valley position. Step S123 continues at step S103.

In this manner, the memory controller 2 determines
whether OC_diff; is a valley position candidate in each of
cases in which i ranges from 1 to Z-1 (=9), and selects one
or more valley candidate positions. In the example shown in
FIG. 31, OC_diff;, OC_diff,, and OC_diff, enclosed by the
dotted lines are selected as valley position candidates.

<4.2.1.4. Valley Position Decision>

FIG. 32 shows a concept of a method of determining a
valley position in step S54 according to the fourth embodi-
ment. FIG. 32 shows the relationships between the threshold
voltages of the memory cell transistors MT in a cell unit CU
and the numbers of memory cell transistors MT, and the data
read from the respective memory cell transistors MT by
several reads. FIG. 32 shows only several states. Part (a)
indicates a state immediately after write. Part (b) indicates a
state a time lapse after the write.

As indicated by part (a) in FIG. 32, the boundary (valley)
between the distribution for C state and the distribution for
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D state almost coincides with the default read voltage VD.
For this reason, when data is read from the cell unit CU in
the state indicated by part (a) with the read voltage VD, the
read data DD has “1” data in all the bits in the memory cell
transistors MT having threshold voltages lower than the read
voltage VD. That is, the memory cell transistors MT in Er,
A, B, or C state output “1” data. The read voltage VD has
the fourth smallest magnitude among the (state count (=16)-
1) read voltages VA, VB, VC, VD, VE, VE, VG, VH, VI, V],
VK, VL, VM, VN, and VO required for data read. Accord-
ingly, the number of “1” data bits is about px¥s.

As indicated by part (b) in FIG. 32, assume that all the
distribution curves of threshold voltages move in the nega-
tive direction. In order to estimate the shifted boundary read
voltage VDS at the boundary between D state and E state,
shift read is performed with a plurality of read voltages
VCGR in a search window extending from the read voltage
VD in both the positive and negative directions. As indicated
by part (b), depending on the displacement of the threshold
voltage distributions, two read voltages VDv and VEv
corresponding to valley positions are detected as valley
position candidates in the search range. However, the read
voltage VEV is not located at the boundary between D state
and E state and hence cannot be the shifted boundary read
voltage VDS.

The separation data DDr obtained by read with the read
voltage VDv has about px¥is “1” data bits, as described
above. In contrast, the separation data EDr obtained by read
with the read voltage VEv has about px%is “1” data bits.
Using such difference, the memory controller 2 determines
one valley position from several position candidates. The
details are as follows.

First of all, the memory controller 2 obtains “1” data bit
counts in the separation data respectively corresponding to
valley position candidates. Based on the example shown in
FIG. 31, valley position candidates are OC_dift;, OC_dift;,
and OC_diff,. The memory controller 2 obtains the “1” data
bit counts OCX4, OCX8, and OCX10 respectively corre-
sponding to OC_dift;, OC_diff,, and OC_diff,. The “1” data
bit count OCX4 corresponds to the number of “1” data bits
in the separation data XDr for the read data obtained with the
read voltage VX4. The same applies to the “1” data bit
counts OCX8 and OCX10. The memory controller 2 then
selects one of the “1” data bit counts OCX4, OCX8, and
OCX10 which is nearest to pxY/16. Y has a value deter-
mined based on X, and is 1, 2,3, 4, 5,6,7,8, 9,10, 11, 12,
13, 14, or 15when X is A, B,C,D,E,F, G, H, L I, K, L,
M, N, or O. The memory controller 2 determines OC_diff
corresponding to one “1” data bit count OCX selected in this
manner as a valley position. Referring to FIG. 31, the
memory controller 2 determines, for example, OC_diff; as a
valley position, and determines to use the corresponding
read voltage VX4.

<4.3. Advantages (Effects)>

According to the fourth embodiment, as in the first
embodiment, shift read is performed a plurality of times with
all the boundary read voltages VCGR for a selected page
shifted, shift read data is masked based on the result of single
state read performed several times to obtain separation data,
and shifted boundary read voltages VCGRS are estimated
from the separation data. Accordingly, the fourth embodi-
ment produces the same advantages as those of the first
embodiment.

According to the fourth embodiment, a plurality of valley
position candidates are detected for the estimation of each
shifted boundary read voltage VCGRS, and one shifted
boundary read voltage VCGRS is selected from the valley



US 11,682,464 B2

39
position candidates based on the “1” data bit counts deter-
mined based on the shifted boundary read voltages VCGRS.
This improves the accuracy of selection of a valley position
and inhibits erroneous selection of another shifted boundary
read voltage VCGRS. It is, therefore, possible to estimate a
more reliable shifted boundary read voltage VCGRS.
<4.4. Modification>

Equations (16) to (30) each are merely an example of a
logical operation. Any logical operation can be used as long
as separation data having the above characteristics can be
obtained.

The fourth embodiment is applicable to the second
embodiment or the third embodiment. In this case, steps 351,
S52, S53, and S54 in FIG. 28 according to the fourth
embodiment are performed instead of a set of steps S31, 332,
and S33 in FIG. 25 according to the second embodiment or
in FIG. 26 according to the third embodiment. In step S51,
the memory controller 2 uses equations (16) to (30) to obtain
separation data ADr, BDr, CDr, DDr, EDr, FDr, GDr, HDr,
1Dr, JDr, KDr, LDr, MDr, NDr, or ODr. In steps S52 and
S53, the memory controller 2 detects valley position candi-
dates based on the “1” data bit count for each of all the
shifted boundary read voltages VCGRS using the separation
data ADr, BDr, CDr, DDr, EDr, FDr, GDr, HDr, IDr, JDr,
KDr, LDr, MDr, NDr, or ODr. In step S54, the memory
controller 2 selects one valley position from the valley
position candidates for each of all the boundary read volt-
ages VCGR, and decides the corresponding shifted bound-
ary read voltage VCGRS.

The separation data XDr may be obtained by a method
different from the logical operation between shift read data
and single state read for a page as in step S5121. That is, in
order to estimate one boundary read voltage VX, shift read
is performed a plurality of times using shift read voltage
VXz with different magnitudes for different parameters z.
Using the shift read data obtained by each shift read as the
separation data XDr can estimate the shift read voltages
VCGRS, as described with reference to FIGS. 30, 31, and
32.

Fifth Embodiment

The fifth embodiment can be additionally applied to any
one of the first to fourth embodiments.

A memory system 5 according to the fifth embodiment
has the same components and connections as those of the
memory system 5 according to the first embodiment. In
contrast, a memory controller 2 according to the fifth
embodiment is configured to perform the following opera-
tions.

The characteristics of memory cell transistors MT inevi-
tably differ from each other. For this reason, according to the
fifth embodiment, memory cell transistors MT are classified
into a plurality of groups such that memory cell transistors
MT having similar characteristics constitute one group.

For example, the memory cell transistors MT are classi-
fied according to word lines WL to which they are coupled.
That is, the word lines WL are divided into a plurality of
groups WLG. Each word line group WLG is constituted by
a plurality of word lines WL having consecutive addresses.
For example, word lines WL0 to WLa (where a is a natural
number) belong to a word line group WLG0. Word lines
WL(a+1) to WLb (where b is a natural number larger than
a+l) belong to a word line group WLGI1. Word lines
WL(b+1) to WLc (where c is a natural number larger than
b+1) belong to a word line group WLG2. Word lines
WL(c+1) to WLd (where d is a natural number larger than
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c+1) belong to a word line group WLG3. The word lines WL
may be classified into four or less or five or more groups.

Cell units CU respectively coupled to word lines WL
included in each word line group WLG are assumed to have
similar characteristics, and in particular, have similar data
retention characteristics. In contrast to this, the cell units CU
respectively coupled to word lines WL included in a differ-
ent word line group WLG are assumed to have different
characteristics (data retention characteristics in particular).

<5.1. Basic Operation>

The memory controller 2 uses different values for one or
more parameters used in step S5 for different word line
groups WLG. An example is as follows.

The memory controller 2 can use different search ranges
for different word line groups WLG. That is, the memory
controller 2 uses different sets of values of AVXz for
different word line groups WLG. FIG. 33 indicates such an
example, and shows distributions of threshold voltages for
two adjacent states according to the fifth embodiment.

FIG. 33 shows distribution of threshold voltages for cell
units CU coupled to a word line WL{ (where { is a natural
number) belonging to a particular word line group WLG and
distribution of threshold voltages for cell units CU coupled
to a word line WLg (where g is a natural number other than
f) belonging to another word line group WLG. As shown in
FIG. 33, the overall distribution for the word lines WLg is
located at a lower position in terms of threshold voltages
than the overall distribution for the word lines WL{.

Based on such positional difference between distributions,
shift read is performed with read voltages VCGR in a range
SRf for the word line WL{, and shift read is performed with
read voltages VCGR in a range SRg for the word line WLg.
The range SRf extends over a width W1 centered on a
default read voltage VE. The range SRg extends over the
width W1 centered on a read voltage VEg lower than the
default read voltage VE.

The position of a search range to be applied can be
determined in advance by, for example, a simulation or
experiment, and information on the search range position
can be stored in a ROM 24 of the memory controller 2. The
memory controller 2 can store the information on the search
range position in a RAM 23 during an operation and refer to
the information when performing read. The memory con-
troller 2 determines AVXz in shift read in step S5 and
notifies the semiconductor memory 1 of determined AVXz
while referring to search range position information.

Such adjustment for search range for each word line
group WLG is applicable to one or more boundary read
voltages.

<5.2. Applied Operation>

The following applied operation can be additionally per-
formed in addition to the basic operation.

The memory controller 2 performs different single state
reads for the different word line groups WLG. FIG. 34 is a
flowchart for such an exemplary operation, showing a case
in which the fifth embodiment is applied, as a representative
embodiment, to the estimation of shifted boundary read
voltages VCGRS for a lower page of the first embodiment,
i.e., the flowchart in FIG. 10. In order to execute the
flowchart in FIG. 34, the memory controller 2 stores set of
data associated with each other in the form shown in FIG. 35

As shown in FIG. 35, AVBg, AVEg, and AVHg are
prepared for each word line group WLG. That is, AVBg0,
AVEg0, and AVHg0 are prepared for the word line group
WLGO0. AVBg0, AVEg0, and AVHg0 may be equal to or
different from each other. Likewise, AVBgl, AVEgl, and
AVHgl1, which may be equal to or different from each other,
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are prepared for the word line group WLG1. AVBg2,
AVEg2, and AVHg2, which may be equal to or different
from each other, are prepared for the word line group
WLG2. AVBg3, AVEg3, and AVHg3, which may be equal
to or different from each other, are prepared for the word line
group WLG3.

As shown in FIG. 34, step S4 continues at step S61. In
step S61, the memory controller 2 instructs the semicon-
ductor memory 1 to use AVBg determined based on the
address of the selected cell unit CU. More specifically, the
memory controller 2 instructs one of AVBg0, AVBgl,
AVBg2, and AVBg3 for the word line group WLG to which
the selected word lines WL belong.

In step S62, the memory controller 2 instructs the semi-
conductor memory 1 to use AVEg determined based on the
selected word line WL as in step S61.

In step S63, the memory controller 2 instructs the semi-
conductor memory 1 to use AVHg determined based on the
selected word line WL as in step S61. Step S63 continues at
step S5101.

Steps S61, S62, and S63 may be performed in an order
different from that in the flowchart in FIG. 34. In addition,
only one command may be used to perform instruction in the
set of steps S61 to S63.

After step S5101, the semiconductor memory 1 uses the
sum (=VB+AVBg) of the read voltage VB and a specified
adjustment instead of the read voltage VB, uses the sum
(=VE+AVEg) of the read voltage VE and a specified adjust-
ment instead of the read voltage VE, and uses the sum
(=VH+AVHg) of the read voltage VH and a specified
adjustment instead of the read voltage VH.

Different single state reads for different word line groups
WLG for the estimation of boundary read voltages in each
of'a middle page, an upper page, and a top page are the same
as those described with reference to FIG. 35. That is, the
read voltages VCGR for one or more single state reads
required to calculate separation data required for the esti-
mation of the shifted boundary read voltages VCGRS are
specified for each selected page in steps like steps S61 to
S63. In the case of a middle page, AVEg, AVHg, and AVKg
are specified. Subsequently, VE+AVEg, VH+AVHg, and
VK+AVKg are used instead of the read voltages VE, VH,
and VK. In the case of an upper page, AVEg and AVKg are
specified, and VE+AVEg and VK+AVKg are then used
instead of the read voltages VE and VK. In the case of a top
page, AVHg, AVKg, and AVNg are specified, and
VH+AVHg, VK+AVKg, and VN+AVNg are then used
instead of the read voltages VH, VK, and VN.

A case in which different sets of single state reads for
different word line groups WLG for the estimation of the
shifted boundary read voltages VCGRS are applied to the
fourth embodiment is the same as a case in which they are
applied to the first embodiment.

In a case in which different sets of single state reads for
different word line groups WLG for the estimation of
boundary read voltages are applied to the second or third
embodiment, AVBg, AVEg, AVHg, AVKg, and AVNg are
specified before steps S11 to S20 in FIG. 24 or 26. There-
after, VB+AVBg, VE+AVEg, VH+AVHg, VK+AVKg, and
VN+AVNg are used instead of the read voltages VB, VE,
VH, VK, and VN.

According to the basic operation of the fifth embodiment,
in addition to the advantages obtained through one or more
of the first to fourth embodiments applied, the following
advantages can be obtained. That is, using different search
ranges for the different word line groups WLG allows for
estimation of the read voltages VCGR from ranges more
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matched with inevitable characteristic variations of the
memory cell transistors MT. This makes it possible to more
accurately detect valleys between threshold distributions of
the memory cell transistors MT.

Additionally performing the applied operation will pro-
duce the following advantages.

FIG. 36 shows the relationships between the threshold
voltages of the memory cell transistors MT in a cell unit CU
and the numbers of memory cell transistors M T immediately
after write and after a lapse of time, and search ranges.
Assume that the overall threshold voltage distribution curves
have moved in the negative direction with a lapse of time,
as indicated by the lower part in FI1G. 36. Consider the cases
of respectively generating the separation data FDr immedi-
ately after write and a time after the write.

In a state immediately after write, the read voltage VF and
the default search range SR1 are used. In this case, the
search range SR1 is sufficiently separated from the read
voltage VE for masking. For this reason, in any of the
separation data FDr obtained with shift read voltages VCGR
in the search range SR1, bit information useful for the
detection of a valley position is not masked by the E read
data ED. That is, the search range SR1 is not narrowed.

In contrast, when a search range SR2 moved from the
search range SR1 to the negative side due to lapse of time
after write is used, part of the search range SR2 can overlap
the read voltage VE. In such case, in the separation data FDr
obtained with the shift read voltages VCGR equal to or
lower than the read voltage VE in the search range SR2, bit
information useful for the detection of a valley position can
be masked by the E read data ED and lost. Such separation
data FDr is not useful for the detection of a valley position.
That is, the search range SR2 is narrower than the search
range SR1.

According to the fifth embodiment, single read data used
for valley position detection is obtained using the read
voltage VCGR different from, in particular lower than the
default read voltage VCGR. For example, like FIG. 36, FIG.
37 shows the relationships between the threshold voltages of
the memory cell transistors MT in a cell unit CU and the
numbers of memory cell transistors MT immediately after
write and after a lapse of time, and search ranges. According
to the example shown in FIG. 37, E read is performed with
aread voltage VE+AVEg. This inhibits the search range SR1
from overlapping the read voltage VE+AVEg for single state
read even when the search range SR1 for the estimation of
the boundary read voltage VCGR between E state and F
state is adjusted. This inhibits the loss of bits useful for
valley position search in several separation data FDr
obtained via several read voltages VCGR in the search range
SR1. That is, the size of the search range SR1 is maintained.
This makes it possible to estimate a valley position with
higher accuracy than when a search range is narrowed as
shown in FIG. 36.

While certain embodiments have been described, these
embodiments have been presented by way of example only,
and are not intended to limit the scope of the inventions.
Indeed, the novel embodiments described herein may be
embodied in a variety of other forms; furthermore, various
omissions, substitutions and changes in the form of the
embodiments described herein may be made without depart-
ing from the spirit of the inventions. The accompanying
claims and their equivalents are intended to cover such
forms or modifications as would fall within the scope and
spirit of the inventions.
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What is claimed is:

1. A method of controlling a semiconductor memory
including memory cells and a word line coupled to the
memory cells, each of the memory cells being capable of
storing four-bit data, the method comprising:

reading a first data item from the memory cells by

applying a first voltage to the word line;

repeating a first operation to read first bit data in each of

the memory cells, the first operation including applying
a second voltage to the word line and applying a third
voltage to the word line after applying the second
voltage, the third voltage having a magnitude different
from that of the second voltage, the first voltage having
a magnitude between a magnitude of the second volt-
age and a magnitude of the third voltage;

reading a plurality of second data items by the repeating

of the first operation;

masking part of each of the second data items using the

first data item;

obtaining a plurality of third data items through the

masking with the first data item; and

determining a first read voltage within a first range and a

second read voltage within a second range based on the
third data items.

2. The method of claim 1, further comprising applying the
first read voltage and the second read voltage to the word
line to read data stored in the memory cells.

3. The method of claim 1, further comprising:

changing the second voltage within the first range every

time the first operation is repeated; and

changing the third voltage within the second range every

time the first operation is repeated.
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4. The method of claim 3, wherein
the changed second voltage in an n-th repetition is dif-
ferent from the changed second voltage in an (n+1)”
repetition,
the changed third voltage in the n-th repetition is different
from the changed third voltage in the (n+1)™ repetition,
and
n is an integer of 1 or more.
5. The method of claim 1, further comprising determining
the first range based on the word line.
6. The method of claim 5, further comprising selecting the
first voltage based on the first range.
7. The method of claim 5, further comprising determining
the second range based on the word line.
8. The method of claim 1, further comprising:
determining a plurality of first counts of memory cells
estimated to have threshold voltages respectively cor-
responding to a plurality of voltages within the first
range based on the third data items; and
detecting, from the first counts; one or two or more second
counts that are local minimum within the first range.
9. The method of claim 8, further comprising:
selecting, when the two or more second counts are
detected, a third count front the two or more second
counts that are nearest to a number of the memory
cellsxY/16 (where Y is a natural number not larger than
16), and
using a voltage corresponding to the third count to deter-
mine whether a threshold voltage of one of the memory
cells is higher than a Y” lowest boundary voltage of
fifteen boundary voltages.
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