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1
SYSTEM AND METHOD FOR
IMPLEMENTING AN OSCILLATOR

RELATED APPLICATION

This application claims the benefit under 35 U.S.C. §119
(e) of U.S. Provisional Application No. 61/159,378 filed Mar.
11, 2009, entitled “System and Method for Implementing an
Oscillator”

TECHNICAL FIELD

This invention relates generally to electronic circuits and
more particularly to a system and method for implementing
an oscillator.

BACKGROUND

Oscillators are useful in a variety of applications, such as
communication. The Wien-Bridge oscillator is an implemen-
tation that has been widely used, but is limited. This oscillator
operates using a voltage-mode feedback which requires an
operational amplifier. The Wien-Bridge oscillator suffers
from the inability to operate in high frequencies effectively
because of the parasitic effects of a voltage-voltage amplifier
(such as an operational amplifier).

Prior solutions have used a transconductance amplifier
with multiple feedback loops with the feedback loops provid-
ing both positive and negative feedback. These suffer from
certain disadvantages. Due to the multiple feedback loops,
such solutions operate slowly. In addition, such solutions
have a tendency to become unstable, especially when gener-
ating high frequency signals.

SUMMARY

In one embodiment, a system for generating an oscillating
signal includes a fully differential transconductance ampli-
fier. The fully differential transconductance amplifier
includes a first transistor and a second transistor. The system
also includes only one feedback loop coupled to each output
terminal of the fully differential transconductance amplifier
such that each of the first transistor and the second transistor
are coupled to two capacitors. Each feedback loop comprises
alow pass filter configured to receive a signal from one output
terminal of the fully differential transconductance amplifier.
The low pass filter includes a varactor coupled, in parallel, to
a resistor. Hach feedback loop also comprises a high pass
filter. The high pass filter is configured to receive the output of
the low pass filter and output a signal to the input of the fully
differential transconductance amplifier. The high pass filter
comprises a variable resistor coupled, in series, to a capacitor.
The system also includes a third transistor operable to bias the
fully differential transconductance amplifier. Further, the sys-
tem includes a set of resistors, not comprised by the low pass
or high pass filters, coupled to the fully differential transcon-
ductance amplifier operable to detect a common-mode volt-
age from the differential outputs of the transconductance
amplifier.

In another embodiment, a system for generating an oscil-
lating signal includes a transconductance amplifier compris-
ing at least one output and at least one input. The system also
includes only one feedback loop coupled to the transconduc-
tance amplifier. The feedback loop includes a low pass filter
configured to receive the output of the transconductance
amplifier. Also, the feedback loop includes a high pass filter
configured to receive the output of the first low pass filter and
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2

output a signal to only one terminal of the at least one input of
the transconductance amplifier.

In one embodiment, a method for generating an oscillating
signal includes (a) low pass filtering an input signal to gen-
erate a low pass filtered signal. The method also includes (b)
high pass filtering the low pass filtered signal to generate a
high pass filtered signal. In addition, the method includes (c)
amplifying, by a transconductance amplifier, the high pass
filtered signal to generate an amplified signal. The method
also includes forming only one positive feedback loop by
routing the amplified signal such that the input signal of step
(a) comprises the amplified signal and repeating steps (a)
through (c).

Depending on the specific features implemented, particu-
lar embodiments may exhibit some, none, or all of the fol-
lowing technical advantages. High frequency oscillating sig-
nals may be generated using passive components. The
oscillator may be implemented in a relatively small portion of
asemiconductor substrate. Other technical advantages will be
readily apparent to one skilled in the art from the following
figures, description and claims.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

Reference is now made to the following description taken
in conjunction with the accompanying drawings, wherein like
reference numbers represent like parts and which:

FIG. 1A illustrates a block diagram of one embodiment of
an oscillator;

FIG. 1B is a flowchart illustrating one embodiment of the
operation of the oscillator of FIG. 1A;

FIG. 2 is a circuit diagram illustrating one embodiment of
the oscillator illustrated in FIG. 1A;

FIG. 3 illustrates a fully differential embodiment of the
oscillator depicted in FIG. 1A; and

FIG. 4 illustrates various embodiments of a transconduc-
tance amplifier.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

FIG. 1A illustrates a block diagram of one embodiment of
oscillator 100. Oscillator 100 includes transconductance
amplifier 110. Transconductance amplifier 110 is coupled to
low pass filter 120 such that the output of transconductance
amplifier 110 is received by the input of low pass filter 120.
The output of low pass filter 120 is coupled to the input of high
pass filter 130. The output of high pass filter 130 is coupled to
the input of transconductance amplifier 110 forming a feed-
back loop.

In some embodiments, transconductance amplifier 110
operates in a current mode. Transconductance amplifier 110
may receive a voltage signal, amplify the signal, and output a
current proportional to the received voltage signal. In various
embodiments, utilizing transconductance amplifier 110 may
allow for amplifying signals at high frequencies, such as
those in the gigahertz range.

In some embodiments, low pass filter 120 and high pass
filter 130 may include a variety of active and/or passive com-
ponents. Examples of passive components may include
capacitors, varactors, resistors, and variable resistors. Filters
120 and 130 also may be implemented using active compo-
nents by being configured according to Sallen-Key or Mul-
tiple Feedback topologies.

FIG. 1B is a flowchart illustrating one embodiment of the
operation of oscillator 100 of FIG. 1A. In general, the steps
illustrated in FIG. 1B may be combined, modified, or deleted
where appropriate, and additional steps may also be added to
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the example operation. Furthermore, the described steps may
be performed in any suitable order.

At step 150, a signal is filtered using low pass filter 120.
The signal may be noise resident in the circuit or a signal
injected into the oscillator depicted in FIG. 1A. At step 160,
the output of step 150 is filtered using high pass filter 130.
This may occur in order to isolate a desired frequency in the
signal. At step 170, the output of step 160 is amplified using
transconductance amplifier 110; the amplified signal is then
filtered using low pass filter 120 at step 150. This completes
the positive feedback loop and the output of step 160 may
continue to be filtered and amplified by repeating steps 150-
170. In some embodiments, as the positive feedback loop
continues to operate, the signal measured at the input to the
transconductance amplifier continues to grow until it reaches
a steady state, thereby generating an oscillating signal of a
desired frequency. The desired frequency of oscillator 100
may be designated by adjusting the characteristics of filters
120 and 130. The cutoff frequencies of filters 120 and 130
may be determined such that a desired frequency band
remains after a signal pass through filters 120 and 130.

FIG. 2 is a circuit diagram illustrating one embodiment of
oscillator 100a, which is a particular implementation of oscil-
lator 100. Oscillator 1004 includes transconductance ampli-
fier 110q that is coupled to low pass filter 120a and high pass
filter 130a. High pass filter 130a includes resistor 240 con-
nected in series with capacitor 230. Low pass filter 120a
includes capacitor 210 connected in parallel with resistor 220.
The frequency of the signal measured at node 250 may be
determined by utilizing the following formula:

1

2 _
“= RsCsRLCL

where R and R, are the resistances of resistors 240 and 220,
respectively; where C, and C, are the capacitances of capaci-
tors 230 and 210, respectively; and where w,” is the square of
the frequency of the signal measured at node 250. Thus, a
desired frequency may be determined by changing the values
of resistors 220 and 240 and/or capacitors 210 and 230. In
some embodiments, the gain (g,,,) of transconductance ampli-
fier 110a may be determined utilizing the following formula:

Rs Cr,
et

. AL M

&m = Rs

The depicted embodiment of FIG. 2 illustrates an oscillat-
ing circuit with only one feedback loop: the output of
transconductance amplifier 110a is passed through capacitor
230 before reaching the input of transconductance amplifier
110a. In some embodiments, a single-ended (rather than a
differential) output of the transconductance amplifier may be
utilized in forming the feedback loop. In some embodiments,
this architecture reduces parasitic capacitance and improves
the likelihood of generating high quality high frequency sig-
nals. Such an architecture may also increase power efficiency.
In some embodiments, an optimal configuration of resistor
and capacitor values may be where R is equal to 2R, and C,
is equal to C, respectively. In various embodiments, the
architecture depicted in FIG. 2 may be implemented in a
relatively small portion of a semiconductor substrate since it
does not include inductors.
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Low pass and high pass filters 1204 and 130a are depicted
as including resistors and capacitors. These components may
be variable so that the filters may be tuned to desired frequen-
cies. Examples of variable components that may be used
include varactors and variable resistors. In some embodi-
ments, other suitable components may be used to form the
filters, such as active components. For example, digital filters
may be utilized to form filters 1204 and 130aq.

FIG. 3 illustrates a fully differential embodiment of oscil-
lator 1005, which is a particular implementation of oscillator
100. Transistor 310 is coupled to low pass filter 1205. Low
pass filter 1205 includes varactors 330 coupled in parallel to
resistors 320. Node 380 may be used to control the capaci-
tance of varactors 330 by applying a voltage (V,,,,.) to node
380. High pass filter 1305 is coupled to low pass filter 1205.
High pass filter 1305 includes capacitors 350 coupled, in
series, to variable resistors 360. High pass filter 1305 is
coupled to transconductance amplifier 1105 which is operat-
ing in a fully differential mode. Transconductance amplifier
11054 includes transistors 370. Resistors 340 are coupled to
transistors 370 and operate to detect a common-mode voltage
from the differential outputs and use it to bias transistors 370.
Transistor 310 sets a total current with a bias voltage (V,) and
is used to bias transistors 370. Transistor 310 may also pro-
vide a shielding effect from power supply noise.

In operation, when transistor 310 is activated, any differ-
ence between nodes 390 and 392 (which could arise due to
noise or mismatch) is detected, filtered (utilizing low pass
filter 1205 and high pass filter 1305), and amplified (utilizing
transconductance amplifier 1105). Since the outputs of tran-
sistors 370 are routed to capacitors 350 and capacitors 350 are
coupled to the input of transistors 370, positive feedback
loops are formed. In time, the system may reach a steady state
such that an oscillating signal may be measured across nodes
390 and 392 which will have a frequency determined by low
pass filter 1205 and high pass filter 1305.

In some embodiments, a desired frequency band may be
determined by utilizing varactors 330 and variable resistors
360. For example, the cutoft frequency of high pass filter
1305 may be determined by manipulating the resistance of
variable resistors 360. The cutoff frequency of low pass filter
1205 may be determined by changing the voltage level at
V,.me such that the capacitance across varactors 330 is
changed. As described above, changing the cutoff frequencies
offilters 1205 and 1305 may allow control over what frequen-
cies are present in the signal outputted by oscillator 1005.

The depicted embodiment of FIG. 3 illustrates a positive
feedback loop for each of the outputs of transconductance
amplifier 1105. Each of these outputs are coupled to capaci-
tors 350. In turn, capacitors 350 are coupled to the inputs of
transconductance amplifier 1105, forming positive feedback
loops. In some embodiments, this may be advantageous in
that it allows the circuit to reliably generate high frequency
oscillating signals. In various embodiments, the architecture
depicted in FIG. 3 may be implemented in a relatively small
portion of a semiconductor substrate since it does not include
inductors.

In some embodiments, varactors 330 may include varactor
diodes. Varactors 330 may also be implemented using active
components. Other suitable components may be used. In
various embodiments, varactors 330 may be substituted with
capacitors that have fixed capacitances.

In some embodiments, variable resistors 360 may com-
prise a digital resistor bank. They may also comprise poten-
tiometers. Other suitable components may be used. In various
embodiments, variable resistors 360 may be substituted with
resistors with fixed resistances.
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In some embodiments, transistor 310 may be n-type while
transistor 370 may be p-type. Transistor 310 may be p-type
while transistor 370 may be n-type. Transistors 310 and 370
may use MOSFET, JFET, or other suitable semiconductor
technologies.

FIG. 4 illustrates several embodiments of transconduc-
tance amplifiers that may be used in the oscillators described
above. Amplifier 410 is an embodiment of a differential-
input, differential-output transconductance amplifier. Ampli-
fier 420 is an embodiment of a differential-input, single-
output transconductance amplifier. Amplifier 430 is an
embodiment of a single-input, single-output transconduc-
tance amplifier. Amplifiers 410-430 provide examples of
transconductance amplifiers that may be used with the oscil-
lators described in FIGS. 1-3. Other suitable configurations of
atransconductance amplifier may be utilized in the oscillators
described above.

Although several embodiments have been illustrated and
described in detail, it will be recognized that modifications
and substitutions are possible without departing from the
spirit and scope of the appended claims.

What is claimed is:

1. A system for generating an oscillating signal, the system
comprising:

a fully differential transconductance amplifier comprising

a first transistor and a second transistor;

only one feedback loop coupled to each output terminal of

the fully differential transconductance amplifier such

that each of the first transistor and the second transistor
are coupled to two capacitors, the feedback loop com-
prising:

a low pass filter configured to receive a signal from one
output terminal of the fully differential transconduc-
tance amplifier, wherein the low pass filter comprises
a varactor coupled, in parallel, to a resistor; and

a high pass filter configured to:
receive the output of the low pass filter; and
output a signal to the input of the fully differential

transconductance amplifier;

wherein the high pass filter comprises a variable resistor
coupled, in series, to a capacitor;

a third transistor operable to bias the fully differential

transconductance amplifier;

asetofresistors, not comprised by the low pass or high pass

filters, coupled to the fully differential transconductance

amplifier operable to detect a common-mode voltage
from the differential outputs of the transconductance
amplifier.

2. A system for generating an oscillating signal, the system
comprising:

a transconductance amplifier comprising at least one out-

put and at least one input;

only one feedback loop coupled to the transconductance

amplifier, the feedback loop comprising:

afirst low pass filter configured to receive the at least one
output of the transconductance amplifier; and

a first high pass filter configured to:
receive the output of the first low pass filter; and
output a signal to only one terminal of the at least one

input of the transconductance amplifier; and
wherein the system is devoid of an inductor and devoid of
an oscillating crystal.

3. The system of claim 2, wherein the low pass filter com-
prises a varactor such that the low pass filter is tunable.

4. The system of claim 2, wherein the high pass filter
comprises a variable resistor such that the high pass filter is
tunable.
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5. The system of claim 4, wherein the variable resistor
comprises a digital resistor bank.

6. The system of claim 2, wherein the output of the
transconductance amplifier is coupled to a capacitor.

7. The system of claim 2, wherein the low pass filter com-
prises a resistor and a capacitor.

8. The system of claim 2, wherein the high pass filter
comprises a resistor and a capacitor.

9. The system of claim 2, wherein the at least one input of
the transconductance amplifier comprises grounding one
input of the at least one input.

10. A system for generating an oscillating signal, the sys-
tem comprising:

a fully differential transconductance amplifier;

only one feedback loop coupled to each output terminal of
the fully differential transconductance amplifier, the
feedback loop comprising:

a low pass filter configured to receive a signal from one
output terminal of the fully differential transconduc-
tance amplifier; and

a high pass filter configured to:
receive the output of the low pass filter; and
output a signal to the input of the fully differential

transconductance amplifier; and

wherein the system is devoid of an inductor and devoid of
an oscillating crystal.

11. The system of claim 10, wherein the low pass filter

comprises a varactor coupled, in parallel, to a resistor.

12. The system of claim 10, wherein the high pass filter
comprises a variable resistor coupled, in series, to a capacitor.

13. The system of claim 12, wherein the variable resistor
comprises a digital resistor bank.

14. The system of claim 10, wherein each output of the
fully differential transconductance amplifier is coupled to a
capacitor.

15. The system of claim 10, wherein the fully differential
transconductance amplifier comprises two transistors,
wherein the transistors are each coupled to two capacitors.

16. The system of claim 10, further comprising:

a transistor operable to bias the fully differential transcon-
ductance amplifier; and

two resistors coupled to the fully differential transconduc-
tance amplifier operable to detect a common-mode volt-
age from the differential outputs of the transconductance
amplifier.

17. A method for generating an oscillating signal, the

method comprising:

(a) low pass filtering an input signal to generate a low pass
filtered signal;

(b) high pass filtering the low pass filtered signal to gener-
ate a high pass filtered signal;

(c) amplifying, by a transconductance amplifier, the high
pass filtered signal to generate an amplified signal;

(d) forming only one positive feedback loop by routing the
amplified signal such that the input signal of step (a)
comprises the amplified signal and repeating steps (a)
through (c);

wherein the method is devoid of using an inductor on the
input signal, the low pass filtered signal, the high pass
filtered signal, and the amplified signal; and

wherein the method is devoid of using an oscillating crystal
on the input signal, the low pass filtered signal, the high
pass filtered signal, and the amplified signal.

18. The method of claim 16, wherein low pass filtering the

input signal comprises utilizing a varactor such that the low
pass filtering is tunable.
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19. The method of claim 16, wherein high pass filtering the
low pass filtered signal comprises utilizing a variable resistor
such that the high pass filtering is tunable.

20. A method for generating an oscillating signal, the
method comprising:

(a) low pass filtering differential input signals to generate

low pass filtered differential signals;

(b) high pass filtering the low pass filtered differential
signals to generate high pass filtered differential signals;

(c) amplifying, by a fully differential transconductance
amplifier, the high pass filtered differential signals to
generate amplified differential signals;

(d) forming only two positive feedback loops by routing
the differential amplified signals such that the differen-
tial input signals of step (a) comprises the differential
amplified signals and repeating steps (a) through (c);

wherein the method is devoid of using an inductor on the
differential input signals, the low pass filtered differen-
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tial signals, the high pass filtered differential signals, and
the differential amplified signals; and

wherein the method is devoid of using an oscillating crystal

on the differential input signals, the low pass filtered
differential signals, the high pass filtered differential
signals, and the differential amplified signals.

21. The method of claim 19, wherein low pass filtering the
differential input signals comprises utilizing a varactor such
that the low pass filtering is tunable.

22. The method of claim 19, wherein high pass filtering the
low pass filtered differential signals comprises utilizing a
variable resistor such that the high pass filtering is tunable.

23. The method of claim 19, wherein the fully differential
transconductance amplifier comprises two transistors each
coupled to two capacitors.

24. The system of claim 1, wherein the only one feedback
loop is devoid of an inductor.
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