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INPUT STAGE FOR
MIXED-VOLTAGE-TOLERANT BUFFER
WITH REDUCED LEAKAGE

This application claims priority under 35 U.S.C. § 119(e)
(1) of Provisional Application No. 60/523,317, filed Nov. 20,
2003.

FIELD OF THE INVENTION

This invention relates in general to an input/output buffer
circuit and, more particularly, to the input stage of a mixed-
voltage-tolerant input/output buffer circuit.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

In a large electronic system having multiple sub-systems,
such as in a computer system, there are generally a plurality of
power supplies providing different voltage levels. The sub-
systems, such as integrated circuits (ICs) and chips, often
require such different power voltages. To protect the sub-
systems from being damaged by the different power voltages,
a mixed-voltage-tolerant input/output (I/O) buffer circuit is
generally provided between the sub-systems.

Generally, in a system having a first circuit on a first chip
and a second circuit on a second chip with an I/O buffer circuit
coupled therebetween, the buffer circuit includes at least an
input stage and an output stage. For purposes of the present
description, it is assumed that a power supply of the first
circuit has a higher voltage level than that of the second
circuit, and the I/O buffer circuit operates at the same power
supply level as that of the second circuit. For example, the first
circuit may operate at 3.3V or 5V while the second circuit and
the I/O buffer circuit both operate at 1.8V or 2.5V. It is also
assumed that the input stage (“input circuit”) of the buffer
circuit receives one or more signals from the first circuit and
outputs one or more signals to the second circuit, and that the
output stage (“output circuit™) of the buffer circuit receives
one or more signals from the second circuit and outputs one or
more signals to the first circuit.

FIG. 1 is a schematic of a conventional input circuit 100 of
amixed-voltage-tolerant I/O buffer circuit in the second chip.
Input circuit 100 is coupled to a first circuit (not shown)
through a node 102 and to a second circuit (not shown)
through a node 104. The first circuit is powered at 3.3V, the
second circuit is powered at 1.8V, and input circuit 100 is also
powered at 1.8V. Input circuit 100 receives at least one signal
from the first circuit at node 102 and outputs at least one
signal to the second circuit at node 104. Input circuit 100
includes an NMOS transistor 106 and an inverter 108 serially
coupled between nodes 102 and 104. NMOS transistor 106
has a gate (not numbered) coupled to a 1.8V power supply
V pp» @ substrate (not numbered) coupled to ground, a source
(not numbered) coupled to node 102, and a drain (not num-
bered) coupled to inverter 108. Inverter 108 includes a PMOS
transistor 110 and an NMOS transistor 112, each having a
gate (not numbered), a substrate (not numbered), a source
(not numbered), and a drain (not numbered). The gates of
PMOS transistor 110 and NMOS transistor 112 are coupled
to each other and further coupled to the drain of NMOS
transistor 106. The source of PMOS transistor 110 is coupled
to V. The source of NMOS transistor 112 is grounded. The
drains of PMOS transistor 110 and NMOS transistor 112 are
coupled to each other and further coupled to node 104.

An input signal at node 102 may have two possible logic
values: 0, representing a voltage level of approximately 0V;
and 1, representing a voltage level of approximately 3.3V.
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When the voltage of the signal at node 102 is 0V, NMOS
transistor 106 is turned on and the input to inverter 108 is OV.
Inverter 108 then outputs a logic high signal to node 104,
wherein the logic high signal has a voltage level of approxi-
mately 1.8V. If the voltage of the signal at node 102 is about
3.3V, the drain voltage of NMOS transistor 106 follows the
gate voltage of NMOS transistor 106. Therefore, NMOS tran-
sistor 106 sends a logic high signal to the input terminal of
inverter 108. Inverter 108 outputs a logic low, or 0V, signal to
node 104.

A problem associated with input circuit 100 as illustrated
in FIG. 1is that, when the input signal at node 102 has a higher
voltage level than V,,,, PMOS transistor 110 is not com-
pletely turned off, because the voltage at the drain of NMOS
transistor 106 is approximately V,,-V,,, rather than V
wherein V , is the threshold voltage of NMOS transistor 106.
Therefore, there exists a leakage current through inverter 108
from V ,, to ground.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

Accordingly, the present invention is directed to aspects of
an input stage circuit of a mixed-voltage-tolerant /O buffer
circuit that obviate one or more of the problems due to limi-
tations and disadvantages of the related art.

In accordance with the present invention, there is provided
a buffer circuit for use in a mixed-voltage system, the mixed-
voltage system including a first circuit operative at a first
power supply voltage and a second circuit operative at a
second power supply voltage, the buffer circuit for coupling
between the first circuit and the second circuit and connect-
able to the second power supply voltage, all of the first circuit,
the second circuit, and the buffer circuit also connectable to a
third power supply voltage. The buffer circuit includes a first
node connectable to the first circuit; a second node connect-
able to the second circuit; and an input stage circuit coupled
between the first node and the second node to receive at least
one signal from the first circuit at the first node and to provide
atleast one signal to the second circuit at the second node. The
input circuit includes a first part coupled to the first node, and
an inverter coupled between the first part and the second node,
wherein the first part provides a signal having a voltage level
approximately equal to the third power supply voltage to the
inverter in response to a first signal on the first node, and
provides a signal having a voltage level approximately equal
to the second power supply voltage to the inverter in response
to a second signal on the first node.

In accordance with the present invention, there is also
provided a mixed-voltage system that includes a first circuit
operative at a first power supply voltage; a second circuit
operative at a second power supply voltage, wherein the first
power supply voltage is higher than the second power supply
voltage; and a buffer circuit coupled between the first circuit
and the second circuit and connectable to the second power
supply voltage. The buffer circuit includes a first node
coupled to the first circuit, a second node coupled to the
second circuit, an input stage circuit coupled between the first
node and the second node to receive at least one signal from
the first circuit at the first node and to provide at least one
signal to the second circuit at the second node, and an output
stage circuit coupled between the first node and the second
node to receive at least one signal from the second circuit at
the second node and to provide at least one signal to the first
circuit at the first node. The input circuit includes a first part
coupled to the first node, and an inverter coupled between the
first part and the second node, wherein the first part provides
a signal having a voltage level of approximately OV to the
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inverter in response to a first signal on the first node, and
provides a signal having a voltage level approximately equal
to the second power supply voltage to the inverter in response
to a second signal on the first node.

In accordance with the present invention, there is still pro-
vided a buffer circuit for use in a mixed-voltage system, the
mixed-voltage system including a first circuit operative at a
first power supply voltage and a second circuit operative at a
second power supply voltage, the buffer circuit for coupling
between the first circuit and the second circuit and connect-
able to the second power supply voltage, all of the first circuit,
the second circuit, and the buffer circuit also connectable to a
third power supply voltage. The buffer circuit includes a first
node connectable to the first circuit; a second node connect-
able to the second circuit; and an input stage circuit coupled
between the first node and the second node to receive at least
one signal from the first circuit at the first node and to provide
atleast one signal to the second circuit at the second node. The
input circuit includes a first NMOS transistor coupled to the
first node, a first inverter coupled to the first NMOS transistor,
a second inverter coupled between the first inverter and the
second node, and a first PMOS transistor coupled to the first
inverter and connectable to the second power supply voltage,
wherein the first PMOS transistor has a substrate, a gate, a
source, and a drain, the gate of the first PMOS transistor being
coupled to the second node.

In accordance with the present invention, there is further
provided a mixed-voltage system that includes a first circuit
operative at a first power supply voltage; a second circuit
operative at a second power supply voltage, wherein the first
power supply voltage is higher than the second power supply
voltage; and a buffer circuit coupled between the first circuit
and the second circuit and connectable to the second power
supply voltage. The buffer circuit includes a first node con-
nectable to the first circuit, a second node connectable to the
second circuit, an input stage circuit coupled between the first
node and the second node to receive at least one signal from
the first circuit at the first node and to provide at least one
signal to the second circuit at the second node, and an output
stage circuit coupled between the first node and the second
node to receive at least one signal from the second circuit at
the second node and to provide at least one signal to the first
circuit at the first node. The input circuit including a first
NMOS transistor coupled to the first node, a first inverter
coupled to the first NMOS transistor, a second inverter
coupled between the first inverter and the second node, a first
PMOS transistor coupled to the first inverter and connectable
to the second power supply voltage, wherein the first PMOS
transistor has a substrate, a gate, a source, and a drain, the gate
of'the first PMOS transistor being coupled to the second node,
and the drain of the first PMOS transistor being coupled to the
first inverter, and a diode having a positive terminal and a
negative terminal, the negative terminal of the diode being
coupled to the first node, and the positive terminal being
coupled to the second node.

Also in accordance with the present invention, there is
provided a buffer circuit for use in a mixed-voltage system,
the mixed-voltage system including a first circuit operative at
a first power supply voltage and a second circuit operative at
a second power supply voltage, the buffer circuit for coupling
between the first circuit and the second circuit and connect-
able to the second power supply voltage, all of the first circuit,
the second circuit, and the buffer circuit also connectable to a
third power supply voltage. The buffer circuit includes a first
node connectable to the first circuit; a second node connect-
able to the second circuit; and an input stage circuit coupled
between the first node and the second node to receive at least
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one signal from the first circuit at the first node and to provide
atleast one signal to the second circuit at the second node. The
input circuit includes a first part coupled to the first node, and
an inverter having a first input terminal, a second input ter-
minal, and an output terminal, wherein the first and second
input terminals are coupled to the first part, and the output
terminal is coupled to the second node, wherein the first part
provides a first signal to the first input terminal of the inverter
in response to a logic high signal on the first node, and
provides a second signal to the second input terminal of the
inverter in response to a logic low signal on the second node.

Still in accordance with the present invention, there is
provided a mixed-voltage system that includes a first circuit
operative at a first power supply voltage, a second circuit
operative at a second power supply voltage, wherein the first
power supply voltage is higher than the second power supply
voltage, and a buffer circuit coupled between the first circuit
and the second circuit and connectable to the second power
supply voltage and a third power supply voltage. The buffer
circuit includes a first node connectable to the first circuit, a
second node connectable to the second circuit, an input stage
circuit coupled between the first node and the second node to
receive at least one signal from the first circuit at the first node
and to provide at least one signal to the second circuit at the
second node. The input circuit including a first part coupled to
the first node, and an inverter having a first input terminal, a
second input terminal, and an output terminal, wherein the
first and second input terminals are coupled to the first part,
and the output terminal is coupled to the second node,
wherein the first part provides a first signal to the first input
terminal of the inverter and a second signal to the second input
terminal of the inverter in response to a logic high signal on
the first node, and provides a third signal to the first input
terminal of the inverter and a fourth signal to the second input
terminal ofthe inverter in response to a logic low signal onthe
second node, wherein the logic high signal has a voltage level
approximately equal to the first power supply voltage and the
logic low signal has a voltage level approximately equal to the
third power supply voltage.

Additional features and advantages of the invention will be
set forth in part in the description which follows, and in part
will be obvious from the description, or may be learned by
practice of the invention. The features and advantages of the
invention will be realized and attained by means of the ele-
ments and combinations particularly pointed out in the
appended claims.

It is to be understood that both the foregoing general
description and the following detailed description are exem-
plary and explanatory and are intended to provide further
explanation of the invention as claimed.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

The accompanying drawings, which are incorporated in
and constitute a part of this specification, illustrate embodi-
ments of the invention and, together with the description,
serve to explain the features, advantages, and principles of the
invention.

In the drawings,

FIG. 1 illustrates a conventional input circuit of a mixed-
voltage-tolerant [/O buffer circuit;

FIG. 2 illustrates an input circuit of a mixed-voltage I/O
buffer circuit consistent with a first embodiment of the
present invention;

FIG. 3 illustrates an input circuit of a mixed-voltage 1/O
buffer circuit consistent with a second embodiment of the
present invention;
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FIG. 4 illustrates an input circuit of a mixed-voltage 1/O
buffer circuit consistent with a third embodiment of the
present invention.

DESCRIPTION OF THE EMBODIMENTS

Reference will now be made in detail to embodiments of
the present invention, examples of which are illustrated in the
accompanying drawings. Wherever possible, the same refer-
ence numbers will be used throughout the drawings to refer to
the same or like parts.

The present invention provides an input stage circuit (input
circuit) of an [/O buffer circuit used in a mixed-voltage sys-
tem, wherein the input stage circuit does not have the problem
of'leakage current associated with conventional input circuit
100 as discussed above.

For illustrative purposes, it is assumed that the mixed-
voltage system described herein includes a first circuit on a
first chip and a second circuit on a second chip, with the [/O
buffer circuit coupled therebetween. The /O buffer circuit
includes at least the input stage circuit which receives one or
more signals from the first circuit and outputs one or more
signals to the second circuit, and an output stage circuit which
receives one or more signals from the second circuit and
outputs one or more signals to the first circuit. For the conve-
nience of explaining the present invention and without limi-
tation on the scope of the present invention, it is also assumed
that the first circuit is connectable to a first power supply
voltage of 3.3V, and the second circuit and the I/O buffer
circuit are both connectable to a second power supply V ,, of
1.8V. Alternatively, the first and second power supply volt-
ages may also be 5V and 2.5V, respectively, or any other pair
of'voltages encountered in integrated circuit applications. All
of'the first circuit, the second circuit, and the I/O buffer circuit
are also connectable to a third power supply voltage V.. In
one aspect, V ¢ is ground. It is also assumed that, in a circuit
operative at two power supply voltages, a logic high signal in
a circuit has a voltage level approximately equal to a more
positive one of the two power supply voltages, and a logic low
signal has a voltage level approximately equal to a more
negative one of the two power supply voltages. Thus, for
example, if the I/O buffer circuit is connectable to V,, and
Vs wherein Vi, is 1.8V and V¢ is ground, a logic high
signal in the I/O buffer circuit would have a voltage level
approximately equal to V,,, while a logic low signal in the
1/0O buffer circuit would have a voltage level approximately
equal to ground.

FIG. 2 illustrates a mixed-voltage I/O buffer circuit 10
including an input circuit 200 consistent with a first embodi-
ment of the present invention. Referring to FIG. 2, I/O buffer
circuit 10 is coupled between a first circuit 20 and a second
circuit 30. In one aspect, /O buffer circuit 10 may also
include an output circuit 250. Both input circuit 200 and
output circuit 250 are coupled to first circuit 20 through a
node 202 and to second circuit 30 through a node 204. Input
circuit 200 receives one or more signals from first circuit 20 at
node 202 and provides one or more signals to second circuit
30 at node 204. Output circuit 250 receives one or more
signals from second circuit 30 at node 204 and provides one
or more signals to first circuit 20 at node 202. Output circuit
250 may be implemented as any conventional output circuit
suitable for use in a mixed-voltage I/O buffer and therefore is
not described in detailed herein. Details of input circuit 200
are discussed below.

Referring again to FIG. 2, input circuit 200 includes two
NMOS transistors 206 and 208 and an inverter 210. Inverter
210 includes a PMOS transistor 212 and an NMOS transistor
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214. Each of transistors 206, 208, 212, 214 has a substrate
(not numbered), a gate (not numbered), a source (not num-
bered), and a drain (not numbered). The gates of PMOS
transistor 212 and NMOS transistor 214 are coupled to each
other to form an input terminal of inverter 210. The drains of
PMOS transistor 212 and NMOS transistor 214 are coupled
to each other to form an output terminal of inverter 210. The
substrate of NMOS transistors 206 is connectableto V i¢. The
gate of NMOS transistor 206 is connectable to V. The
source of NMOS transistor 206 is coupled to both node 202
and the gate of NMOS transistor 208. The drain of NMOS
transistor 206 is coupled to the drain of NMOS transistor 208
and the input terminal of inverter 210. The source of NMOS
transistor 208 is connectable to V. Both the substrate and
the source of PMOS transistor 212 are connectable to V.
Both the substrate and the source of NMOS transistor 214 are
connectable to V.. The output terminal of inverter 210 is
coupled to node 204.

It is to be understood that a MOS ftransistor is generally
symmetrical and therefore the source and drain of the MOS
transistors in the circuit configurations described herein are
interchangeable.

Also, in a buffer circuit, inverters are commonly used to
boost the driving power of the buffer circuit. One skilled in the
art would appreciate that any number of inverters may gen-
erally be used in a buffer circuit or the input circuit of a buffer
circuit. Although an output signal may be inverted or differ in
phase between buffer circuits using different numbers of
inverters, such a phase difference should not affect the func-
tions of the input circuits consistent with the present inven-
tion.

A signal received at node 202 may have two possible logic
values: 0, representing a voltage level of approximately 0V;
and 1, representing a voltage level of approximately 3.3V.

When the signal at node 202 has a voltage level of 0V,
NMOS transistor 206 is turned on, and the input to inverter
210 is OV. Thus, the output at node 204 is approximately equal
to Vp, or 1.8V,

When the signal at node 202 has a voltage level of 3.3V,
NMOS transistor 208 is turned on because of the positive
junction bias between the gate and source thereof. Therefore,
the gates of PMOS transistor 212 and NMOS transistor 214
are both biased at V. PMOS transistor 212 is completely
turned off, NMOS transistor 214 is turned on, and the output
at node 204 is approximately OV. Clearly, there is no leakage
current between V, and V ¢ through inverter 210, because
PMOS transistor 212 is completely turned off.

In one aspect, to avoid gate oxide overstress on NMOS
transistor 208, the substrate of NMOS transistor 208 is
coupled to the source thereof, and also to the gates of PMOS
transistor 212 and NMOS transistor 214. In this configura-
tion, the potential drop across the gate oxide of NMOS tran-
sistor 208 is approximately 1.5V when signal at node 202 is
3.3V, or approximately 1.8V when signal at node 202 is OV.
NMOS transistor 208 according to the first embodiment may
be formed by first forming a deep N-well in a semiconductor
substrate by ion implantation of n-type dopants, then forming
a p-well in the deep N-well, followed by conventional pro-
cessing steps to form an NMOS transistor having a source and
a substrate coupled to each other. NMOS transistor 208 thus
formed may be referred to as a deep N-well transistor. Tran-
sistors 206, 212, and 214 may be formed by conventional
processing methods.

FIG. 3 illustrates an input circuit 300 of a mixed-voltage
1/O buffer circuit (not numbered) consistent with a second
embodiment of the present invention. Similarly, the [/O buffer
circuit is coupled to a first circuit and a second circuit. The [/O
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buffer circuit may also include an output circuit coupled
between the first and second circuits. However, to simplify
illustration, the first circuit, second circuit, and the output
circuit are not shown in FIG. 3 and are not described herein.

Referring to FIG. 3, input circuit 300 is coupled between
two nodes 302 and 304, wherein node 302 is coupled to
receive a signal from the first circuit (not shown) and node
304 is coupled to provide a signal to the second circuit (not
shown). Input circuit 300 includes an NMOS transistor 306, a
PMOS transistor 308, a diode 310, and two inverters 312 and
314. Inverter 312 includes a PMOS transistor 316 and an
NMOS transistor 318. Each of transistors 306, 308, 316, 318
has a substrate (not numbered), a gate (not numbered), a
source (not numbered), and a drain (not numbered). Diode
310 has a positive terminal and a negative terminal. Each of
inverters 312 and 314 has an input terminal and an output
terminal. The gates of PMOS transistor 316 and NMOS tran-
sistor 318 are coupled to each other to form the input terminal
of inverter 312. The drains of PMOS transistor 316 and
NMOS transistor 318 are coupled to each other to form the
output terminal of inverter 312. The substrate of NMOS tran-
sistor 306 is connectable to V gc. The gate of NMOS transistor
306 is connectable to V,,,. The source of NMOS transistor
306 is coupled to both node 302 and the negative terminal of
diode 310. The drain of NMOS transistor 306 is coupled to the
input terminal of inverter 312. The source and substrate of
PMOS transistor 308 are both connectable to V. The gate
of PMOS transistor 308 is coupled to node 304, the output
terminal of inverter 314, and the positive terminal of diode
310. The drain of PMOS transistor 308 is coupled to the
source of PMOS transistor 316. The substrate of PMOS tran-
sistor 316 is connectable to V. The substrate and source of
NMOS transistor 318 are both connectable to V .. The output
terminal of inverter 312 is coupled to the input terminal of
inverter 314.

If a signal received at node 302 has a voltage level of
approximately OV, NMOS transistor 306 is turned on and
outputs a signal of OV to inverter 312. The gate voltage of
PMOS transistor 308 is approximately equal to a potential
drop on diode 310,V ,, ., which is, for example, 0.5V for a
silicon diode. Therefore, PMOS transistor 308 is turned on to
provide a power supply of approximately V ,, to inverter 312,
and inverter 312 outputs a signal of approximately 1.8V to
inverter 314. Thus, the output at node 304 is approximately
ov.

If'the signal received at node 302 is 3.3V, the voltage at the
input terminal of inverter 312 follows the gate voltage of
NMOS transistor 306, and is approximately V,,-V,,,
wherein V , is the threshold voltage of NMOS transistor 306.
Therefore, NMOS transistor 318 is turned on and outputs a
signal of approximately OV to inverter 314. The output at
node 304 is thus approximately 1.8V. Since the gate of PMOS
transistor 308 is coupled to the output terminal of inverter
314, and is therefore biased at 1.8V, PMOS transistor 308 is
completely turned off. Accordingly, there is no leakage cur-
rent from V,,, to Vg through inverter 312 because such a
leakage path is blocked by the turned-off PMOS transistor
308.

A third embodiment of the present invention is illustrated
in FIG. 4, which shows an input circuit 400 of a mixed-
voltage 1/O bufter circuit (not numbered). Similarly, the /O
buffer circuit is coupled to a first circuit and a second circuit.
The 1/O buffer circuit may also include an output circuit
coupled between the first and second circuits. However, to
simplify illustration, the first circuit, second circuit, and the
output circuit are not shown in FIG. 4 and are not described
herein.
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Referring to FIG. 4, input circuit 400 is coupled between
nodes 402 and 404, wherein node 402 is coupled to receive a
signal from the first circuit (not shown) and node 404 is
coupled to provide a signal to the second circuit (not shown).
Input circuit 400 includes an NMOS transistor 406, an
inverter 408, and a diode string 409 including four diodes 410,
412, 414, and 416. Inverter 408 further includes a PMOS
transistor 418 and an NMOS transistor 420.

Each of transistors 406, 418, and 420 has a substrate (not
numbered), a gate (not numbered), a source (not numbered),
and a drain (not numbered). The substrate of NMOS transis-
tors 406 is connectable to Vg, The gate of NMOS transistor
406 is connectable to V5. The source of NMOS transistor
406 is coupled to node 402. The drain of NMOS transistor 406
is coupled to the gate of NMOS transistor 420. The source and
substrate of PMOS transistor 418 are both connectable to
V pp- The drain of PMOS transistor 418 is coupled to the drain
of NMOS transistor 420, and is further coupled to node 404.
The substrate and source of NMOS transistor 420 are both
connectable to V.

Each of diodes 410, 412, 414, and 416 has a positive
terminal and a negative terminal. Diodes 410, 412, and 414
are connected in series with the positive terminal of one diode
coupled to the negative terminal of a previous diode. The
positive terminal of diode 410 is further coupled to the nega-
tive terminal of diode 416 and the source of NMOS transistor
406. The negative terminal of diode 414 is coupled to the
positive terminal of diode 416 and the gate of PMOS transis-
tor 418.

When node 402 receives a signal from the first circuit with
a voltage of OV, NMOS transistor 406 is turned on. The gate
of NMOS transistor 420 is biased at 0V and NMOS transistor
420 is turned off. On the other hand, the bias at the gate of
PMOS transistor 418 is approximately equal to a voltage drop
across diode 416, V.., which is, for example, 0.5V for a
silicon-based diode. Thus, PMOS transistor 418 is turned on
to provide a voltage of approximately 1.8V to node 404.

When the signal at node 402 is 3.3V, the gate voltage of
NMOS transistor 420 follows the gate voltage of transistor
406, which is V,,, and is approximately V ,,~V,,, wherein
V,, is the threshold voltage of NMOS transistor 406. Thus,
NMOS transistor 420 is turned on and provides a signal
having a voltage level of approximately OV to node 404. At
the same time, the gate voltage of PMOS transistor 418 is
approximately 3.3V-3-V ,_... Assuming V ;. is 0.5V fora
silicon diode, the gate of PMOS transistor 418 is biased at
approximately 1.8V. The bias across the junction between the
gate and the source of PMOS transistor 418 is therefore less
than the threshold of a PMOS transistor. Thus, PMOS tran-
sistor 418 is completely turned off, and no leakage current
exists through inverter 408. Also, since the gate voltage of
PMOS transistor 418 is approximately equal to V,,, there is
no problem of gate oxide overstress.

In the above-discussed third embodiment of the present
invention, there are three serially-connected diodes, i.e.,
diodes 410, 412, and 414. However, it is to be understood that
the number of serially-connected diodes implemented is not
limited to three. One skilled in the art would be able to
determine how many diodes should be used, taking into
account the power supply voltages of the first circuit and the
1/O buffer circuit (Vp), the threshold voltage of the PMOS
transistor 418, the material of the substrate on which input
circuit 400 is fabricated, etc.

It will be apparent to those skilled in the art that various
modifications and variations can be made in the disclosed
structures and methods without departing from the scope or
spirit of the invention. Other embodiments of the invention
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will be apparent to those skilled in the art from consideration
of the specification and practice of the invention disclosed
herein. It is intended that the specification and examples be
considered as exemplary only, with a true scope and spirit of
the invention being indicated by the following claims.

What is claimed is:

1. A mixed-voltage system, comprising:

a first circuit operative at a first power supply voltage;

a second circuit operative at a second power supply volt-
age, wherein the first power supply voltage is greater
than the second power supply voltage; and

a buffer circuit coupled between the first circuit and the
second circuit and configured to receive the second
power supply voltage, the buffer circuit comprising:

a first node coupled to the first circuit;
a second node coupled to the second circuit;
an input circuit coupled between the first node and the
second node, wherein the input circuit is configured to
receive at least one signal from the first circuit at the
first node and to provide at least one signal to the
second circuit at the second node, the input circuit
comprising:
a first part coupled to the first node; and
an inverter coupled between the first part and the
second node;
wherein the first part is configured to provide a signal
having a voltage level of approximately GY to the
inverter in response to a first signal on the first node
and to provide a signal having a voltage level
approximately equal to the second power supply
voltage to the inverter in response to a second signal
on the first node; and
an output circuit coupled between the first node and the
second node, wherein the output circuit is configured
to receive at least one signal from the second circuit at
the second node and to provide at least one signal to
the first circuit at the first node;
wherein the first part of the input circuit comprises a
deep N-well type MOS transistor.

2. The mixed-voltage system of claim 1, wherein the at
least one signal received from the first circuit comprises a
voltage level of approximately 0V, and wherein the at least
one signal received from the second circuit comprises a volt-
age level of approximately 3.3V.

3. A buffer circuit, comprising:

an inverter circuit;

first and second -MOS-type transistors coupled in series
with the inverter circuit;

wherein the first MOS-type transistor and the inverter cir-
cuit are configured to operate as a buffer between a first
circuit having a first operational voltage and a second
circuit having a second operational voltage;

wherein the second MOS-type transistor is configured to
reduce leakage current through the inverter circuit; and

wherein the second MOS-type transistor is a deep well type
transistor comprising:

a substrate;
a deep N-well disposed in the substrate; and
a P-well disposed in the deep N-well; and

an output stage circuit coupled between the first circuit and
the second circuit, wherein the output stage circuit is
configured to receive at least one signal from the second
circuit and to provide at least one signal to the first
circuit.

4. A buffer circuit, comprising:

a first node configured to connect to a first circuit having a
first operational voltage;
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a second node configured to connect to a second circuit
having a second operational voltage;

an inverter circuit coupled between the first node and the
second node;

first and second MOS-type transistors coupled in series
with the inverter circuit and positioned between the first
node and the second node; and

an output stage circuit coupled between the first node and
the second node, wherein the output stage circuit is
configured to receive at least one signal from the second
circuit at the second node and to provide at least one
signal to the first circuit at the first node;

wherein the first MOS-type transistor and the inverter cir-
cuit are configured to operate as a buffer between the
first circuit and the second circuit;

wherein the second MOS-type transistor is configured to
reduce leakage current through the inverter circuit; and

wherein the second MOS-type transistor comprises a deep
well type transistor.

5. The buffer circuit of claim 4, wherein the inverter com-
prises a PMOS transistor and an NMOS transistor, and
wherein the transistors comprise gates coupled to each other
to form an input terminal of the inverter and drains coupled to
each other to form an output terminal of the inverter.

6. The buffer circuit of claim 5, wherein the PMOS tran-
sistor comprises a substrate and a source configured to receive
a power supply voltage at the second operational voltage.

7. The buffer circuit of claim 5, wherein the NMOS tran-
sistor comprises a substrate and a source configured to receive
a power supply voltage at a third operational voltage.

8. A bufter circuit for use in a mixed-voltage system, com-
prising:

a first node configured to connect to a first digital circuit

operating at a first logic high voltage;

a second node configured to connect to a second digital
circuit operating at a second logic high voltage that is
less than the first logic high voltage;

an input circuit coupled between the first node and the
second node, wherein the input circuit is configured to
receive a voltage from the first digital circuit at the first
node and to provide a voltage to the second digital circuit
at the second node in response thereto, the input circuit
comprising:

a first circuit stage configured to output a first voltage in
response to receiving a logic low voltage at the first
node, and further configured to output a second volt-
age in response to receiving the first logic high voltage
atthe first node, wherein the first circuit stage includes
a deep N-well MOS-type transistor having a gate
coupled to the first node and a source coupled to
receive an input circuit supply voltage that corre-
sponds to the second logic high voltage; and

a second circuit stage configured to perform one or more
inversions of the output of the first circuit stage and to
provide the output of the one or more inversions to the
second node; and

an output circuit coupled between the first node and the
second node, wherein the output circuit is configured to
receive a voltage from the second digital circuit at the
second node and to provide a voltage to the first digital
circuit at the first node in response thereto.

9. The buffer circuit of claim 8, wherein the first voltage
corresponds to a logic low voltage of the first and second
digital circuits, and wherein the second voltage is a voltage
corresponding to the input circuit supply voltage.

10. The buffer circuit of claim 9, wherein the first circuit
stage comprises an NMOS transistor having a gate coupled to



US 7,504,861 B2

11

the input circuit supply voltage, a source coupled to the first
node, and a drain coupled to a drain of the deep N-well
transistor.

11. The buffer circuit of claim 10, wherein the second
circuit stage comprises an inverter having a PMOS transistor
and an NMOS transistor, wherein the transistors have their
gates and drains coupled together to form input and output
terminals of the inverter, respectively.

12. The buffer circuit of claim 11, wherein a source and
substrate of the PMOS transistor for the inverter are config-
ured to receive the input circuit supply voltage.

13. The buffer circuit of claim 9, wherein the second circuit
stage comprises an inverter having a PMOS transistor and an
NMOS transistor, wherein each transistor includes a sub-
strate, a gate, a source, and a drain, wherein the gates of the
PMOS and NMOS transistors are coupled together and form
an input terminal of the inverter, wherein the drains of the
PMOS and NMOS transistors are coupled together and form
an output terminal of the inverter, wherein the substrate and
the source of the PMOS transistor are configured to receive
the input circuit supply voltage, and wherein the substrate and
the source of the NMOS transistor are configured to connect
to ground.

14. A buffer circuit, comprising:

input means for receiving a voltage at a first node from a
first digital circuit having a first logic high voltage and
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providing a voltage at a second node to a second digital
circuit in response thereto, wherein the second digital
circuit has a second logic high voltage that is less than
the first voltage, and wherein the input means comprises:
first means for outputting the voltage received at the first
node when the voltage received at the first node is a
logic low value of the first digital circuit and for out-
putting the second logic high voltage when the volt-
age received at the first node is the first logic high
value, wherein the first means comprises:
adeep N-well transistor having a gate, a source, and a
drain coupled to the first node, the second logic
high voltage, and a third node, respectively; and
a first NMOS transistor having a gate, a source, and a
drain coupled to the second logic high voltage, the
first node, and the third node, respectively;
wherein the third node is coupled to a second means;
and
second means for performing one or more inversions of
the output voltage of the first means and providing the
output of the one or more inversions to the second
digital circuit; and
output means for receiving a voltage from the second cir-
cuit and providing a voltage to the first circuit in
response thereto.
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