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8 Amplifiers III – Special amplifiers

Part 8.A—Transconductor elements

Ideal transconductor

We want that the output current should be given by

But we also (unlike the operational amplifier in open-loop configuration) want that the circuit
should work in a wide input voltage range. The input and output impedances should be infinite
large. At the input side, this is “easily” achieved by using CMOS gates. At the output side, we will
however have problems with the limited output impedance and this is also a limiting factor on per-
formance. In Fig. 8.1 we illustrate the transconductor and its ideal transfer function. Using the

notation in the figure, we have that

 and , hence

Improvement of linearity and CMOS transconductors

Naturally, there are several different ways to implement the transconductor. Basically, one can use
an OTA but then one must be very careful with the voltage swings and the DC levels of the input
signals.

One way is to linearize the circuit by using a MOS transistor in its linear region, as is illustrated
by figures 15.21-23, 25 in the Johns&Martin book (Chapter 15.3).

The transconductor as integrator

In Fig. 8.2 we show four differential transconductance-C integrator configurations. The first (a)
illustrates the functional view of the Gm-C integrator. The output currents are given by the
transconductance times the input voltage. Then the output voltage is given by the voltage gener-
ated by the current through the capacitor. We have that

 and , hence

The second figure (b) shows the real case implementation. The bottom-plate of the capacitor will
be “closest” to the substrate and will therefore also create a large capacitance between the output
wire and ground. This parasitic capacitance can be very large. A way to work around this is shown
in (c) where we use “controlled” parasitic cancelling, hence we use two capacitors and let
both transconductor outputs be connected to a bottom-plate. However, still the parasitic can be
large and the best way to work around the problem is to use the configuration in (d). However,

I out Gm Vin⋅=

Figure 8.1: Transconductor and its ideal transfer function.
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Another issue is the signal-dependent sampling instant. The switch operates differently dependent
on the input signal level.

However, to reach better performance, an active track&hold is most likely preferrable.

Part 8.C—Comparator

Ideal comparator

The ideal comparator as illustrated in Fig. 8.6 shall only give two output values; high or low. The

input signal is compared to a reference value.

The input impedance of the comparator should be infinite and the output impedance should be
zero. The comparator must also have a very high slew rate. The gain does/must/should not have
to be linear.

If the comparator is not ideal, we may have problems like meta-stability as the input signal is close
to the reference voltage and the output is not driven to the supplies but stuck at a value in-between
which cannot be detected as neither high nor low.

OP amp as comparator

The OP amp can be used as a comparator (Fig. 8.7) but not for high performance applications.
This is mainly due to the requirements on the offset voltage, settling speed and slew rate.

Assume that the comparator should be able to detect a least significant bit (LSB) and return 0 or
. For a 14-bit application the comparator needs to be able to detect variations in the order of

. In a 3-V application, this is equal to approximately 0.18 mV.

Notice that the settling time constant of a circuit with a dominant pole, is given by
. Now, if we consider the OP/OTA, we have mostly designed it for a dominant pole

at low frequencies, since the DC gain is very high. We have that

Figure 8.5: Channel charge flowing “into” the dummy switch.
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Figure 8.6: Ideal comparator and its transfer function.
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And hence the comparator using an OP will be slow. Instead we may want to increase the domi-
nant pole with maintained unity-gain frequency to the cost of lower gain. This can practically be
achieved by increasing the current through the circuit in order to also increase the slew rate. To
compensate for the loss of gain, we use a multi-stage comparator (or cascaded comparators).

Cascaded comparators

The settling time constant must be reduced and the gain should be maintained. Assume that we
can us a number of cascaded comparators as is illustrated in Fig. 8.8. Each comparator has a dom-

inant pole and a small-signal transfer function given by

When cascading  comparators, the total transfer function is given by

We assume that the comparators are approximately identical and we have that

where is the DC gain of one comparator and is the dominant pole. We see that the domi-
nant pole for the multi-stage comparator is times lower than for one of the single-stage com-
parators.

Figure 8.7: OP as comparator.
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Figure 8.8: Cascaded comparators.
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