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(57) ABSTRACT

Microplasma generators and associated arrays and methods
are described herein. Certain embodiments relate to a
microplasma generator in which an elongated semiconduc-
tor structure can control electronic current supplied to a
microplasma cavity. In certain cases, the microplasma gen-
erator can be configured to generate a microplasma when a
voltage is applied across the elongated semiconductor struc-
ture. Some embodiments include particular spatial arrange-
ments between the electrode(s), the elongated semiconduc-
tor structure, and/or the microplasma cavity.
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MICROPLASMA GENERATION DEVICES
AND ASSOCIATED SYSTEMS AND
METHODS

RELATED APPLICATIONS

This application is a national stage filing under 35 U.S.C.
§ 371 of International Application Number PCT/US2013/
054138, filed Aug. 8, 2013, entitled “Microplasma Genera-
tion Devices and Associated Systems and Methods,” by
Velasquez-Garcia, which claims priority under 35 U.S.C. §
119(e) to U.S. Provisional Patent Application Ser. No.
61/680,863, filed Aug. 8, 2012, and entitled “Arrays of
Miniaturized Plasma Sources Individually Regulated by
Vertical Structures,” each of which is incorporated herein by
reference in its entirety for all purposes.

TECHNICAL FIELD

Microplasma generators, and associated arrays and meth-
ods, are generally described.

BACKGROUND

Plasmas can be created by supplying energy to a neutral
gas so that free electrons and ions are created. In a thermal
plasma, electrons, ions, and neutral atoms and/or molecules
(referred to as “neutrals™) are in thermal equilibrium. How-
ever, in a non-thermal plasma, the electron temperature may
be much higher than the temperature of ions and neutrals,
and the energy distribution of the electrons may be highly
non-Maxwellian (i.e., not following a Maxwell-Boltzmann
distribution). In some cases, non-thermal plasmas could
exist at high pressures. In such high-pressure plasmas,
collision and radiative processes may be dominated by
step-wise processes and three-body collisions that create
excimers. These processes may be of importance to a wide
range of applications, including high-power lasers, synthesis
of nanomaterials, electromagnetic absorbers and reflectors,
control of the boundary layer in airfoils, and biological
decontamination. Unfortunately, previous systems have
been unable to generate non-thermal, high-pressure plasmas
in large volumes due to instabilities, which limits their
practical utility. Systems and methods that could be used to
generate stable, high-pressure plasmas in large volumes
would therefore be desirable.

SUMMARY

Microplasma generators, arrays of microplasma genera-
tors, and methods of generating microplasma are generally
described. The subject matter of the present invention
involves, in some cases, interrelated products, alternative
solutions to a particular problem, and/or a plurality of
different uses of one or more systems and/or articles.

In certain embodiments, a microplasma generator is
described. In some embodiments, the microplasma genera-
tor comprises an elongated semiconductor structure com-
prising a longitudinal axis; and a microplasma cavity spa-
tially defined by a structure comprising the elongated
semiconductor structure and an electrode, wherein the
microplasma generator is configured to generate a
microplasma when a voltage is applied across the elongated
semiconductor structure along the longitudinal axis of the
structure.

Some embodiments are directed to arrays of microplasma
generators. In certain embodiments, the array of
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microplasma generators comprises a plurality of elongated
semiconductor structures comprising longitudinal axes; and
a plurality of microplasma cavities spatially defined by
structures comprising the elongated semiconductor struc-
tures and electrodes, wherein the array is configured such
that, when a voltage above a threshold value is applied to the
array, microplasma is generated within the microplasma
cavities, and the standard deviation in the electronic current
levels supplied to each of the microplasma cavities is less
than about 50% of the average of the electronic current
levels supplied to the microplasma cavities.

In some embodiments, the array of microplasma genera-
tors comprises a plurality of elongated semiconductor struc-
tures comprising longitudinal axes; a plurality of
microplasma cavities spatially defined by structures com-
prising the elongated semiconductor structures and first
electrodes; and a plurality of gate electrodes adjacent to the
elongated semiconductor structures and outside the
microplasma cavities. In some embodiments, the array is
configured such that, when a voltage above a threshold value
is applied to the array, microplasma is generated within the
microplasma cavities, and when a voltage is applied to the
gate electrode, a saturation current of the elongated semi-
conductor structure is altered.

Certain embodiments are directed to methods of gener-
ating microplasma. In some embodiments, the method com-
prises applying a voltage along a longitudinal axis of an
elongated semiconductor structure such that microplasma is
generated within a microplasma cavity spatially defined by
a structure comprising the elongated semiconductor struc-
ture and an electrode.

In some embodiments, the method comprises applying a
voltage to at least two microplasma cavities each defined by
a structure comprising an elongated semiconductor and an
electrode, wherein the standard deviation in the electronic
current levels supplied to each of the microplasma cavities
is less than about 50% of the average of the electronic
current levels supplied to the microplasma cavities.

Other advantages and novel features of the present inven-
tion will become apparent from the following detailed
description of various non-limiting embodiments of the
invention when considered in conjunction with the accom-
panying figures. In cases where the present specification and
a document incorporated by reference include conflicting
and/or inconsistent disclosure, the present specification shall
control.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

Non-limiting embodiments of the present invention will
be described by way of example with reference to the
accompanying figures, which are schematic and are not
intended to be drawn to scale. In the figures, each identical
or nearly identical component illustrated is typically repre-
sented by a single numeral. For purposes of clarity, not every
component is labeled in every figure, nor is every compo-
nent of each embodiment of the invention shown where
illustration is not necessary to allow those of ordinary skill
in the art to understand the invention. In the figures:

FIGS. 1A-1B are, according to one set of embodiments,
exemplary cross-sectional, side view schematic illustrations
of microplasma generators;

FIGS. 2A and 2C are exemplary cross-sectional, side view
schematic illustrations of arrays of microplasma generators,
according to certain embodiments;
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FIG. 2B is an exemplary top-view schematic illustration
of an array of microplasma generators, according to one set
of embodiments;

FIG. 3 is, according to one set of embodiments, an
exemplary plot of current as a function of voltage for a
semiconductor structure;

FIG. 4A is an exemplary plot of current as a function of
voltage for three microplasma generators ballasted by a
linear resistor, according to certain embodiments;

FIG. 4B is an exemplary plot of current as a function of
voltage for three microplasma generators ballasted by a
semiconductor structure, according to some embodiments;

FIG. 5 is, according to one set of embodiments, a plot of
current as a function of voltage for an exemplary array of
microplasma generators; and

FIG. 6 is a plot of current as a function of voltage for an
exemplary array of microplasma generators, according to
certain embodiments.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

Microplasma generators and associated arrays and meth-
ods are described herein. Certain embodiments relate to a
microplasma generator in which an elongated semiconduc-
tor structure can control electronic current supplied to a
microplasma cavity. Controlling electronic current (also
referred to herein as “ballasting”) may be advantageous in
certain, but not necessarily all, cases because it may allow
for the delivery of relatively consistent levels of electronic
current and/or power to a microplasma cavity or across an
array of microplasma cavities, which may prevent instabil-
ity, thereby allowing for stable generation of microplasmas.
For example, ballasting may prevent ionization overheating
thermal instability, as will be discussed in more detail below.
In some (but not necessarily all) cases, it may be advanta-
geous to control electronic current through an elongated
semiconductor structure. Many alternative ballasting struc-
tures, such as resistors, reduce variations in the delivered
electronic current at the expense of current level. Such
ballasting schemes can result in the delivery of relatively
low levels of electronic current, which can be unsuitable for
many applications. On the other hand, elongated semicon-
ductor structures may provide the desired ballasting effect
with high dynamic resistance while also delivering relatively
high electronic current levels.

Some embodiments relate to arrays of microplasma gen-
erators configured to generate microplasmas with relatively
consistent properties, from generator to generator. Such
arrays may allow for stable generation of microplasmas with
large cumulative volumes and/or microplasmas covering
relatively large areas. Certain of such large volume and/or
large area microplasma arrays may exhibit characteristics
that make them suitable for a number of applications. For
example, due to the relatively small size of each individual
microplasma volume that is generated according to certain
embodiments, the microplasmas may be generated at rela-
tively high pressures. The components of high-pressure
microplasmas may undergo collision and radiative processes
that create excimers, which may be useful for high-power
lasers, nanomaterial synthesis, and/or biological decontami-
nation.

Some embodiments relate to microplasma generators and
associated methods that can be used to generate plasma in
regimes that would be inherently unstable in other systems
and/or using other methods.
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Certain embodiments relate to the use of gate electrodes
to control the amount of current supplied to the microplasma
generators.

Microplasmas are generally gases comprising electrons
and/or ions that occupy a volume of less than about 1 cubic
millimeter. In some embodiments, the microplasma may
also contain neutral atoms and/or molecules (which can also
be referred to as “neutrals”). In certain embodiments, the
microplasma has a Debye length on the order of about 1 cm
or less. Those of ordinary skill in the art understand Debye
length to refer to a distance within which a charge carrier,
such as an ion or electron, has an electrostatic effect on
another charge carrier. Debye length A, can be expressed
mathematically as:

Ap =

where €,is the permittivity of free space, kz is the Boltz-
mann constant, q, is the charge of an electron, T, is the
temperature of the electrons, T, is the temperature of the
ions, n,is the density of electrons, and n,; is the density of
ions i with net charge j. The permittivity of free space is a
constant having a value of about 8.85x107'? Farads per
meter. The Boltzmann constant is a constant having a value
of about 1.38x1072* Joules per Kelvin. The charge of an
electron is a constant having a value of about 1.6x107*°
coulombs. Electron temperature T,, ion temperature T,,
electron density n,, and ion density n,; are properties of the
microplasma that can be measured by a variety of methods
that include, but are not limited to, Langmuir probes and
optical spectroscopy.

FIG. 1A is an exemplary schematic illustration of a
microplasma generator, according to certain embodiments.
As illustrated in FIG. 1A, microplasma generator 100 com-
prises semiconductor structure 102. In certain embodiments,
a microplasma cavity may be spatially defined by a structure
comprising the elongated semiconductor structure and an
electrode. For example, in FIG. 1A, microplasma generator
100 includes microplasma cavity 114 spatially defined by
semiconductor structure 102 and electrode 108. The
microplasma cavity may be configured such that
microplasma is generated within the microplasma cavity
when an electrical current is applied to the microplasma
generator.

In the exemplary embodiment of FIG. 1A, semiconductor
structure 102 is in electronic communication with substrate
104, which is positioned at a first end of semiconductor
structure 102. Generally, if two structures are in electronic
communication, electronic current can flow between the two
structures. In certain embodiments, semiconductor structure
102 is in contact (e.g., indirect contact or direct contact) with
substrate 104. Semiconductor structure 102 may also be in
contact (indirectly or directly) with optional second elec-
trode 106. Optional second electrode can be positioned at a
second end of semiconductor structure 102 (which can be, in
certain embodiments, opposite the end of the semiconductor
structure 102 that is in contact with substrate 104). In certain
embodiments, semiconductor structure 102 is at least par-
tially (and, in some instances, substantially completely)
surrounded by insulating structures 110. In some embodi-
ments, as described in more detail below, protective layer
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112 lines at least a portion of (and, in certain cases, sub-
stantially all of) the interior of microplasma cavity 114.

Semiconductor structure 102 can be formed of any suit-
able semiconductor material or combination of semiconduc-
tor materials. Those of ordinary skill in the art are generally
familiar with semiconductors, which are materials that have
bulk resistivities greater than the bulk resistivities of elec-
trical conductors and lower than the bulk resistivities of
electrical insulators. For example, in certain embodiments,
the semiconductor structures described herein have a bulk
resistivity of at least about 5 milliohm-cm, at least about 100
milliohm-cm, at least about 1 ohm-cm, at least about 10
ohm-cm (and/or, in certain embodiments, up to about 10,000
ohm-cm, or more). The bulk resistivity of a semiconductor
structure can be controlled, for example, by selecting a
material or materials from which the semiconductor struc-
ture is formed having a desired bulk resistivity, by adjusting
the concentration of one or more dopant atoms within the
semiconductor structure to achieve a desired bulk resistivity,
and/or by any other suitable method. The bulk resistivity of
a semiconductor material may be determined, for example,
by performing a four-point probe measurement.

In certain embodiments, the elongated semiconductor
structure comprises one or more inorganic semiconductors.
In some embodiments, the elongated semiconductor struc-
ture comprises one or more organic semiconductors.
Examples of suitable semiconductors that may be used,
alone or in combination, to fabricate the elongated semi-
conductor structure include, but are not limited to, Group IV
elements (including, e.g., silicon, carbon, and germanium);
binary compounds comprising elements from Groups Il and
V, Groups II and VI, and between different Group IV
elements (including, e.g., gallium arsenide and gallium
nitride); organic semiconductor compounds; and the like. In
some embodiments, the elongated semiconductor structure
may comprise at least one of silicon, silicon carbide, gallium
arsenide, gallium nitride, and germanium. In some embodi-
ments, the elongated semiconductor structure may comprise
at least one of silicon, silicon carbide, gallium nitride, and
germanium. In certain embodiments, the elongated semi-
conductor structure comprises silicon.

For example, silicon carbide may be seclected as the
material from which the elongated semiconductor structure
is formed, in some embodiments, including certain embodi-
ments in which the microplasma generator is configured for
use in high-temperature and/or high-radiation applications.
Gallium nitride may be used to form all or part of the
elongated semiconductor structure, in certain embodiments,
including some embodiments in which the microplasma
generator is configured for use in high-bandwidth and/or
high-temperature applications. Germanium may be used in
certain embodiments, including some embodiments in
which the microplasma generators are configured for use in
devices that can be modulated using communications-rated
lasers (e.g., lasers with a wavelength in the range of about
1000 to about 2000 nm).

In some embodiments, the semiconductor structures may
be elongated. Generally, the elongated semiconductor struc-
tures comprise a longitudinal axis, which runs parallel to the
elongated dimension of the elongated nanostructure (i.e., the
length of the nanostructure) and intersects the geometric
center of the elongated nanostructure. Each semiconductor
structure can also have a width, which generally refers to the
dimension spanning two outer boundaries of the semicon-
ductor structure, as measured perpendicular to the longitu-
dinal axis of the elongated nanostructure. For example,
referring to the exemplary embodiment of FIG. 1A, semi-
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6

conductor structure 102 has a width 116, which is perpen-
dicular to longitudinal axis 120. In cases where the width
varies along the longitudinal axis, the width corresponds to
the average width along the longitudinal axis.

In some embodiments, the width of the elongated semi-
conductor structure may be at least about 10 microns, at least
about 20 microns, at least about 50 microns, at least about
100 microns, at least about 200 microns, at least about 500
microns, or at least about 750 microns (and/or, in certain
embodiments, up to about 1 mm, or more). In some embodi-
ments, the width of the semiconductor structure may range
from about 10 microns to about 1 mm.

In some embodiments, each semiconductor structure has
a length. The length of the elongated semiconductor nano-
structure generally refers to the dimension across opposed
boundaries of the semiconductor structure that is measured
parallel to the longitudinal axis (and, hence, perpendicular to
its width). That is to say, the length of a structure is generally
measured along its elongated dimension. For example, in
FIG. 1A, semiconductor structure 102 has a length 118. In
certain embodiments, the length of the semiconductor nano-
structure may correspond to the height of the semiconductor
nanostructure. For example, as illustrated in FIG. 1A, semi-
conductor structure 102 is illustrated as being oriented such
that its longitudinal axis points up and away from the
substrate. Thus, in the exemplary embodiment of FIG. 1A,
the length of semiconductor structure 102 corresponds to the
height of the semiconductor nanostructure. In some embodi-
ments, the length of the elongated semiconductor structure
is non-parallel relative to the substrate over which it is
positioned. In certain embodiments, the length of the elon-
gated semiconductor structure is within about 15°, within
about 10°, within about 5°, or within about 1° of perpen-
dicular to the substrate over which it is positioned.

The length of the semiconductor nanostructure may, in
some embodiments, be greater than the width of the semi-
conductor structure. In some embodiments, the length of the
semiconductor structure may be at least about 100 microns,
at least about 200 microns, at least about 500 microns, at
least about 1 mm, at least about 5 mm, at least about 10 mm,
at least 50 mm, or at least about 100 mm (and/or, in certain
embodiments, up to about 500 mm, or more). In some
embodiments, the height of the semiconductor structure may
range from about 100 microns to about 500 mm.

The semiconductor structure may have a relatively high
aspect ratio, according to some embodiments. The aspect
ratio of an article generally refers to the ratio of the length
of the article to the width of the article. For example,
referring to the exemplary embodiment illustrated in FIG.
1A, the aspect ratio of elongated semiconductor structure
102 corresponds to the ratio of dimensions 118 and 116
(which can be expressed as dimension 118:dimension 116).
In some embodiments, the aspect ratio of the semiconductor
structure may be at least about 10:1, at least about 20:1, at
least about 50:1, at least about 100:1, at least about 200:1
(and/or, in certain embodiments, up to about 500:1, or
more). In some embodiments, the aspect ratio of the semi-
conductor structure may range from about 10:1 to about
500:1.

In some embodiments, the elongated semiconductor
structure may be capable of delivering relatively high levels
of current to the microplasma cavity. For example, the
semiconductor structure may have a relatively high satura-
tion current. Those of ordinary skill in the art are generally
familiar with saturation current, which corresponds to the
substantially constant amount of current that is delivered by
a current-delivery device (e.g., elongated semiconductor
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structure 102 in FIG. 1A) after the amount of voltage applied
to the current-delivery device exceeds a threshold voltage.
Explained another way, in certain cases, when the voltage
applied across a current-delivery device is increased, the
current delivered by the current-delivery device may
increase until it reaches a plateau, at which point, further
increases in voltage (i.e., beyond the threshold voltage) do
not substantially increase the amount of current delivered by
the current-delivery device. In such cases, the substantially
constant current that is observed at the threshold voltage
corresponds to the saturation current. For example, FIG. 3 is
an exemplary current-voltage plot (also referred to herein as
an I-V plot) showing current as a function of voltage for a
semiconductor structure that exhibits a saturation current,
according to some embodiments. In FIG. 3, the current
flowing through the semiconductor structure increases as the
voltage applied to the structure increases until the voltage
reaches a certain threshold voltage value, marked with
dashed line 302 in FIG. 3. As voltage increases beyond the
threshold voltage, the current flowing through the semicon-
ductor structure remains substantially constant. For voltages
above the threshold voltage, the semiconductor structure
thus exhibits current-source-like behavior. That is, above the
threshold voltage, the semiconductor structure delivers a
substantially constant current, which is referred to as the
saturation current. Without wishing to be bound by a par-
ticular theory, current flowing through a semiconductor
structure might saturate above a certain voltage at least in
part because the velocity of mobile charge carriers (i.e.,
electrons or holes) within the semiconductor saturates above
a certain voltage. That is, above a certain voltage, carrier
velocity might not increase with increasing voltage, at least
in part because the carriers lose energy through increased
interaction with the lattice of atoms. The saturation of carrier
velocity may also be related to pinching off of the depletion
region and dependence of impedance on voltage.

The saturation current of a particular current-delivery
device can be controlled, for example, by selecting and/or
altering properties of the material from which the current-
delivery device is made. For example, the saturation current
of an elongated semiconductor structure may be altered by
selecting and/or altering the semiconductor material from
which the structure is made, the doping concentration of the
semiconductor, and/or the geometry of the elongated semi-
conductor structure. In some embodiments, the elongated
semiconductor structure may have a saturation current of at
least about 0.1 mA, at least about 0.5 mA, at least about 1
mA, at least about 5 mA, at least about 10 mA, or at least
about 50 mA (and/or, in certain embodiments, up to about
100 mA, or more). In some embodiments, the saturation
current of the semiconductor structures may range from
about 0.1 mA to about 100 mA. In certain embodiments, the
saturation current can be controlled by applying a voltage to
a gate electrode, as described in more detail elsewhere.

In some embodiments, the semiconductor structures can
be configured such that relatively stable microplasma is
produced. In some instances where a microplasma generator
is not ballasted, the generated microplasma may experience
ionization overheating thermal instability. That is, in some
cases, an incremental increase in electron density may result
in an increase in the number of collisions, which may
increase the temperature of neutral gas within the
microplasma. The increase in gas temperature may thereby
reduce gas density and increase the electric field. In certain
instances, if the electric field is not decreased in some
manner, the increase in electric field may cause an increase
in electron temperature. Increasing electron temperature

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

60

65

8

may increase the ionization rate, which may cause a further
increase in electron density. A positive feedback loop may
thus be created, and gas temperature may continue to
increase. The presence of a ballasting structure may prevent
such thermal instabilities, leading to more stable operation
of the microplasma generation device.

In addition, ballasting structures may allow, according to
certain embodiments, operation of a microplasma generator
in inherently unstable regions of interest. In general,
microplasma generators can have three modes of operation:
the Townsend mode at low currents, the hollow cathode
discharge mode, and the abnormal glow discharge mode at
high currents. While the Townsend and abnormal glow
modes have I-V characteristics with positive slope, the
hollow cathode discharge mode has I-V characteristics with
negative slope. Operation in the hollow cathode mode may
be unstable without ballasting. The presence of a ballasting
structure may allow a microplasma generator to stably
operate in any of the three regions of operation.

In some (though not necessarily all) embodiments, the
semiconductor structures may provide advantages over
alternative ballasting structures for controlling current in the
microplasma cavities. For example, the semiconductor
structures may be able to simultaneously provide high
current and high dynamic resistance, in certain embodi-
ments. Unlike a resistor, which achieves low spatial current
spread at the expense of the current level, and a diode in
reverse bias, which has low diode reverse bias currents, a
device that has current-source-like behavior, such as certain
of the elongated semiconductor structures described herein,
would be able to provide high current and high dynamic
resistance. FIGS. 4A-4B illustrate the difference between
ballasting a microplasma cavity with a resistor and a semi-
conductor structure, according to certain embodiments. FIG.
4A is an exemplary 1-V plot of current as a function of
voltage for three microplasma generators ballasted by a
resistor. While the difference in current between the three
generators is small, the level of current delivered is also
relatively small. In contrast, FIG. 4B is an exemplary -V
plot of current as a function of voltage for three microplasma
generators ballasted by an elongated semiconductor struc-
ture. As illustrated in FIG. 4B, due to the 1I-V characteristics
of the semiconductor structure, the ballasted microplasma
generators achieved a low current spread at a higher current
level than could be achieved by the resistor. In some
embodiments, high saturation and high resistance can be
achieved in a semiconductor structure by altering doping
level, semiconductor material, and device geometry (par-
ticularly aspect ratio). A semiconductor structure, according
to some embodiments, can be designed such that the
microplasma generator operates at any region of operation,
including regions with I-V characteristics with negative
slope.

Additionally, in some embodiments, the semiconductor
structure can provide passive control of current delivered to
a microplasma cavity. Passive control generally refers to
control that does not require active input (such as, for
example, active electronic input, such as the input that might
be provided by an electronic controller). For example, in
some embodiments, when a voltage above the threshold
voltage is applied to a semiconductor structure, it will
deliver a substantially constant amount of current to a
microplasma cavity without the active input of any device
(e.g., without the active input of any electronic device).
Passive control, instead of active control, may be desirable
in certain cases, due to simplicity and the lack of need to
actively monitor and respond to the system response. A
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passive feedback approach may, in some cases, be cheaper
and simpler to manufacture than an active feedback system.

As noted above, in some embodiments, the microplasma
generator comprises a microplasma cavity. The microplasma
cavity may, in some embodiments, be spatially defined by a
structure comprising the elongated semiconductor structure
and an electrode. Referring to FIG. 1A, microplasma cavity
114 is spatially defined by semiconductor structure 102 and
electrode 108.

Those of ordinary skill in the art generally understand an
electrode to be a conductive material configured to transport
current. In certain embodiments, the electrode may have a
low bulk resistivity. For example, in some embodiments, any
of the electrodes described herein have a bulk resistivity of
less than about 10 milliohm-cm, less than about 5 milliochm-
cm, or less than about 2 milliohm-cm (and/or, in certain
embodiments, down to 1 milliohm-cm, or less). In some
embodiments, the electrode comprises a metal. The metal
comprises, in certain embodiments, Ni, Mo, Pt, and/or W. In
some embodiments, the electrode may be substantially pla-
nar. The electrode may be substantially annular, substan-
tially circular, substantially rectangular, substantially square,
or any other geometry. The electrode may be positioned at
any angle in relation to the semiconductor structure. In the
exemplary embodiment of FIG. 1A, the plane of electrode
108 is substantially perpendicular to the longitudinal axis
120 of semiconductor structure 102. In other embodiments,
the plane of the electrode may be within about 15°, within
about 10°, within about 5°, or within about 1° of perpen-
dicular to the longitudinal axis of the semiconductor struc-
ture. In other embodiments, the electrode may be at other,
non-perpendicular angles relative to the longitudinal axis of
the elongated semiconductor structure. The shape and/or
orientation of the electrode may, in some embodiments, be
altered without affecting the performance of the cavity.

In some embodiments, a gas may be present within the
microplasma cavity. In some embodiments, the microplasma
may be created by supplying current to a neutral gas such
that free electrons and/or ions are created. The gas present
within the microplasma cavity comprises, in some embodi-
ments, a noble gas. For example, the gas within the
microplasma cavity may comprise helium, neon, argon,
krypton, xenon, and/or radon. In some embodiments, the gas
within the microplasma cavity may comprise O, and/or N,.
In some embodiments, the gas within the microplasma
cavity may comprise a reactive gas. Reactive gases include
those that are configured to chemically react with one or
more components outside and/or inside the microplasma
cavity. Examples of reactive gases suitable for use within the
microplasma cavity include, but are not limited to, ozone,
carbon monoxide, methane, acetylene, water, hydrogen,
ammonia, volatile organic compounds, oxidized nitrogen
compounds, sulfur dioxide, 1,, Br,, XeF,, SiH,, CF,, SF,
CHF;, HBr, chlorine, and combinations thereof. Such gases
may be used, for example, in nanomanufacturing and decon-
tamination applications, or in any application that requires
the gases to decompose and create radicals that would not
exist outside the pressure and temperature conditions of
plasma (e.g., extreme UV generation).

The microplasma cavity may have any shape. For
example, in some embodiments, the cavity may be substan-
tially cylindrical, substantially pyramidal, substantially
spherical, substantially ellipsoidal, substantially paraboloi-
dal, substantially cubic, substantially rectangular prismatic,
or substantially conical. In some embodiments, the charac-
teristic dimensions of the cavity are of the same order of
magnitude. For example, for a substantially rectangular
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prismatic cavity, the aspect ratio of length:width of the
cavity may be less than about 10:1, less than about 5:1, or
less than about 2:1 (and/or, in certain embodiments, down to
about 1:1). In some embodiments, at least one characteristic
dimension of the cavity may be of a different order of
magnitude as at least one other characteristic dimension of
the cavity. For a substantially rectangular prismatic cavity,
for example, the aspect ratio of length:width of the cavity
may be at least about 20:1, at least about 50:1, at least about
100:1, at least about 200:1, at least about 500:1, or at least
about 1000:1 (and/or, in certain embodiments, up to about
10,000:1, or more).

In some embodiments, the microplasma cavity may be
relatively small. For example, in some embodiments, the
largest cross-sectional dimension of the cavity may be less
than about 10 mm, less than about 5 mm, less than about 2
mm, less than about 1 mm, less than about 500 microns, less
than about 200 microns, less than about 100 microns, less
than about 50 microns, or less than about 20 microns
(and/or, in certain embodiments, down to about 10 microns,
or less). In some embodiments, the largest cross-sectional
dimension of the cavity may be from about 10 microns to
about 10 mm. The microplasma can have, in certain embodi-
ments, a maximum cross-sectional dimension that is at least
about 5 or at least about 10 times larger than the mean free
path of the gas contained within the microplasma.

It may be desirable, in certain embodiments, to generate
plasma in relatively small volumes because reducing the size
of the cavity can allow breakdown voltage to remain low at
relatively high pressures (e.g., pressures up to about 110
kPa, or more). Breakdown voltage generally refers to the
voltage at which a gas begins to form microplasmas. Break-
down voltage may be described by the Paschen curve, which
relates breakdown voltage to the product of pressure and a
gap length (for example, in FIG. 1A, the gap length would
be the shortest distance between the second end of semi-
conductor structure 102 to electrode 108). In some embodi-
ments, the pressure within the microplasma cavity (e.g.,
during generation of the microplasma) is at least about 0.01
kPa, at least about 0.1 kPa, at least about 1 kPa, at least about
10 kPa, at least about 25 kPa, at least about 50 kPa, or at least
about 75 kPa (and/or, in certain embodiments, up to about
110 kPa, or more). In some embodiments, the pressure
within the microplasma cavity may be in the range of about
0.01 kPa to about 110 kPa.

In some embodiments, the microplasma generator com-
prises one or more components comprising a dielectric
material. For example, the microplasma cavity can comprise
a protective layer. Referring to FIG. 1A, microplasma cavity
114 comprises protective layer 112. In some embodiments,
the protective layer comprises a dielectric coating. In some
embodiments, the protective layer comprises a semiconduc-
tor, for example, a semiconductor with such low doping that
it behaves like an insulator (e.g., undoped polysilicon,
undoped silicon carbide, and the like). The coating may be
on the interior of the cavity. In some embodiments, the
coating may be substantially conformal. Those of ordinary
skill in the art understand that conformal coatings refer to
those in which the coating material physically matches the
exterior contour of the surface area of the underlying mate-
rial, and the coating does not substantially change the
morphology of the underlying material. The protective coat-
ing may, in certain embodiments, provide protection to the
interior of the microplasma cavity from high temperatures,
radiation exposure, ion sputtering, and/or electrical break-
down of the microplasma cavity due to deterioration of the
surface. In certain embodiments, the coating may comprise
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undoped silicon carbide, silicon nitride, undoped amorphous
silicon, and/or undoped polysilicon.

The microplasma generator may comprise one or more
electronically insulating structures. In the exemplary
embodiment in FIG. 1A, semiconductor structure 102 is
surrounded by electronically insulating structures 110. The
insulating structures may, according to some embodiments,
allow current to selectively flow through the semiconductor
structure to the microplasma cavity. In some embodiments,
the one or more insulating structures may comprise a
dielectric material. The dielectric material may, in certain
cases, comprise silicon carbide (e.g., undoped silicon car-
bide), silicon nitride, undoped amorphous silicon, and/or
undoped polysilicon.

In some embodiments, the microplasma generator com-
prises a substrate. Referring to FIG. 1A, semiconductor
structure 102 and insulating structures 110 are positioned on
substrate 104. The substrate may be an electronically con-
ducting substrate, according to some embodiments. That is,
the substrate may allow for electronic current to flow
through it. In certain cases, the substrate may be in electronic
communication with the semiconductor structure. The sub-
strate may additionally be in electronic communication with
a voltage source. In some embodiments, the substrate pro-
vides a conduit for current to flow from a voltage source to
the semiconductor structure. The substrate may, in some
cases, comprise a semiconductor material. Non-limiting
examples of suitable semiconductors include n-type silicon,
p-type silicon, silicon carbide, and gallium arsenide. Other
types of semiconductor materials known to those of ordinary
skill in the art could also be suitable for use in the substrate.
In some cases, the substrate and the semiconductor structure
may comprise the same material. In some cases, the sub-
strate and the semiconductor structure may comprise differ-
ent materials. During fabrication of the microplasma gen-
erator, the semiconductor structure may be formed from the
substrate, according to some embodiments. In certain cases,
the semiconductor structure may be externally attached to
the substrate. For example, the structure may be attached to
the substrate by an adhesive.

The microplasma generator may comprise, in some
embodiments, an optional second electrode. Referring to
FIG. 1A, second electrode 106 is positioned at a second end
of semiconductor structure 102. Second electrode 106 may
have any of the properties (e.g., size, shape, orientation, etc.)
of electrode 108 described above. For example, like elec-
trode 108, second electrode 106 may have a low bulk
resistivity and may comprise a metal. In some embodiments,
the metal may comprise Ni, Mo, Pt, and/or W. Second
electrode 106 may be substantially planar and have any
geometry. It may also be positioned at any angle relative to
semiconductor structure 102. Electrodes 106 and 108 may,
in certain embodiments, also have different properties (e.g.,
size, shape, orientation, material of construction, etc.).

In some embodiments, the microplasma generator is
configured to generate a microplasma when a voltage is
applied across the elongated semiconductor structure along
the longitudinal axis of the structure. In certain cases, the
voltage may be a quasi-static voltage. Quasi-static voltage
generally refers to voltage that varies slowly (if at all)
compared to the time scale of the system. In some embodi-
ments, the voltage may have a frequency of less than about
100 kHz, less than about 10 kHz, less than about 1 kHz, less
than about 100 Hz, or less than about 10 Hz (and/or, in
certain embodiments, down to about 1 Hz, or less). In certain
embodiments, the quasi-static voltage exhibits small-ampli-
tude variations around a baseline voltage value. For
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example, in some embodiments, the amplitude of the quasi-
static voltage may be less than about 50% of the baseline
voltage value. In some embodiments, the quasi-static volt-
age is a direct current voltage. There may be, in some but not
necessarily all cases, certain advantages to being able to
generate microplasma via application of quasi-static voltage,
such as a direct current voltage. For example, a system that
uses direct current may use a battery instead of being reliant
on a wall plug.

In some embodiments, the microplasma generator may
comprise a gate electrode. The gate electrode may be
adjacent to the elongated semiconductor structure and out-
side the microplasma cavity. For example, in FIG. 1B,
microplasma generator 100 comprises gate electrodes 122.
In some embodiments, the gate electrode is separated from
the elongated semiconductor structure by an electrically
insulating material. Referring to FIG. 1B, gate electrode 122
is separated from elongated semiconductor structure 102 by
insulating structure 110. The gate electrode may have any
suitable shape or size. In some embodiments, the gate
electrode may be substantially planar. The gate electrode
could also be substantially rectangular, substantially square,
substantially circular, substantially ellipsoidal, substantially
triangular, or the like, according to some embodiments. In
certain embodiments, the gate electrode is elongated with a
longitudinal axis. In some embodiments, the longitudinal
axis of the gate electrode may be substantially parallel to the
longitudinal axis of the elongated semiconductor structure.
For example, in FIG. 1B, gate electrode 122 has longitudinal
axis 124, which is substantially parallel to longitudinal axis
120 of elongated semiconductor structure 102. In some
embodiments, the longitudinal axis of the gate electrode is
within about 15°, within about 10°, within about 5°, or
within about 1° of parallel to the longitudinal axis of the
elongated semiconductor structure. The gate electrode can
also have a width. In some embodiments, the gate electrode
can be at least partially (or, in some cases, substantially
completely) surrounded by the insulating structure. In some
embodiments, the width of the gate electrode may be less
than about 100%, less than about 90%, less than about 80%,
less than about 50%, less than about 20%, or less than about
10% (and/or, in some embodiments, down to about 1%, or
less) of the width of the insulating structure in which the gate
electrode is positioned. In some embodiments, the width of
the gate electrode may be less than about 100%, less than
about 90%, less than about 80%, less than about 50%, less
than about 20%, or less than about 10% (and/or, in some
embodiments, down to about 1%, or less) of the width of the
elongated semiconductor structure.

The gate electrode can also have any suitable length. In
certain embodiments (e.g., the embodiments illustrated in
FIGS. 1B and 2C), the gate electrode can have substantially
the same length as the elongated semiconductor structure. In
other embodiments, the gate electrode can have a length that
is shorter or longer than the elongated semiconductor struc-
ture. In some embodiments, the length of the gate electrode
may be less than about 100%, less than about 90%, less than
about 80%, less than about 50%, less than about 20%, or less
than about 10% (and/or, in some embodiments, down to
about 1%, or less) of the length of the elongated semicon-
ductor structure. In some embodiments, the length of the
gate electrode may be at least about 10%, at least about 20%,
at least about 50%, at least about 80%, or at least about 90%
(and/or, in certain embodiments, up to about 100%, up to
about 110%, or up to about 120%, or more) of the length of
the elongated semiconductor structure.
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In some embodiments, the gate electrode is formed, at
least in part, of a metal and/or a semiconductor. Non-
limiting examples of suitable metals include aluminum,
tantalum, tungsten, tantalum nitride, titanium, titanium
nitride, cobalt, nickel, molybdenum, or any combination
thereof. In some embodiments, the gate electrode may
comprise a silicide (e.g., titanium silicide (TiSi), molybde-
num silicide (MoSi), tantalum silicide (TaSi), and/or tung-
sten silicide (WSi)). In some embodiments, the gate elec-
trode may comprise a semiconductor. For example, the gate
electrode may comprise polycrystalline silicon, according to
some embodiments. The conductive properties of the semi-
conductor (such as polycrystalline silicon) may be selected
and/or modified, for example, by altering the type and/or
level of dopant included within the semiconductor. In some
embodiments, the gate electrode may comprise one or more
thin layers of a metal and/or a semiconductor.

The gate electrode may be configured such that, when a
voltage is applied to the gate electrode, a saturation current
of the elongated semiconductor structure is altered (e.g.,
increased and/or decreased). In certain embodiments, the
gate electrode is configured such that, when a voltage is
applied to the gate electrode, a saturation current of the
elongated semiconductor structure is altered (e.g., increased
and/or decreased) by at least about 5%, at least about 10%,
at least about 20%, at least about 50%, at least about 100%,
at least about 200%, or at least about 500% (and/or, in
certain embodiments, up to about 1000%, or more). Without
wishing to be bound by any particular theory, it is believed
that, when a voltage is applied to the gate electrode, an
electric field is generated that alters the depletion accumu-
lation region within the elongated semiconductor structure
and thereby alters the saturation current of the elongated
semiconductor structure.

In some embodiments, electronic communication
between the gate electrode and a voltage source may be
provided such that the voltage can be applied to the gate
electrode. Electronic contact can be made to the gate elec-
trode, for example, through a via, a trace layer, or any other
suitable device known to those of ordinary skill in the art for
transporting current. For example, in some embodiments, a
via may be formed within substrate 104 and/or insulating
structure 110. The via may be lined with an insulating
material and at least partially filled with an electronically
conductive material such that electrical current can be
transported through substrate 104 and insulating structure
110 through the via, without producing an electrical short
between gate electrode 122 and substrate 104.

In some embodiments, the gate electrode may be used to
provide active control of current delivered to a microplasma
cavity. Active control generally refers to control that requires
active input (such as, for example, active electronic input,
such as the input that might be provided by an electronic
controller). For example, in some embodiments, the level of
current supplied to the microplasma cavity may be altered
by a change in the voltage applied to the gate electrode. The
change in voltage may be directed, for example, by an active
electronic input. In some cases, active control may be
desirable, as it may provide flexibility to alter system
response. Unlike a passive feedback system, whose charac-
teristics may be difficult to change following fabrication, an
active feedback system, according to some embodiments,
may be able to respond as conditions or system requirements
change.

Some embodiments relate to an array of microplasma
generators. FIGS. 2A-2B are exemplary schematic illustra-
tions of an array 200 of microplasma generators 216. FI1G.
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2Ais a cross-sectional, side-view schematic illustration, and
FIG. 2B is a top view schematic illustration. As illustrated in
FIG. 2A, array 200 comprises a plurality of elongated
semiconductor structures 202. Additionally, array 200 fur-
ther comprises microplasma cavities 214 defined by struc-
tures comprising semiconductor structures 202 and elec-
trodes 208. Array 200 can also comprise protective layer
212. As illustrated in the top-view schematic illustration of
FIG. 2B, in one embodiment, microplasma cavities 214 may
have a substantially circular cross section. In other embodi-
ments, microplasma cavities 215 may have substantially
square, substantially rectangular, substantially elliptical, or
substantially triangular cross sections. The cross-sectional
shape of the elongated semiconductor structures can also
have any suitable shape including, but not limited to, sub-
stantially circular, substantially square, substantially rectan-
gular, substantially elliptical, or substantially triangular.

The microplasma generators within the array may have
any of the properties described elsewhere herein with
respect to individual microplasma generators. For example,
the properties (e.g., material of construction, shape, dimen-
sion, orientation, performance behavior, physical properties,
etc.) of one or more (or all) of the elongated semiconductor
structures within the microplasma array may be the same as
any of those described elsewhere herein with respect to
individual elongated semiconductor structures.

In some embodiments, the array comprises a plurality of
elongated semiconductor structures comprising longitudinal
axes. In some embodiments, the semiconductor structures
are present within the array at a density of at least about 1
structure per cm?, at least about 10 structures per cm?, at
least about 20 structures per cm?, at least about 50 structures
per cm?, at least about 100 structures per cm?, at least about
500 structures per cm?, at least about 1,000 structures per
cm?, at least about 5,000 structures per cm?, at least about
10,000 structures per cm?, at least about 50,000 structures
per cm?, at least about 100,000 structures per cm?, or at least
about 500,000 structures per cm” (and/or, in certain embodi-
ments, up to about 1,000,000 structures per cm?, or more).
In some embodiments, semiconductor structures are present
within the array at a density of about 1 structure per cm? to
about 1,000,000 structures per cm”. In some embodiments,
the microplasma cavities are present within the array at a
density of at least about 1 cavity per cm?, at least about 10
cavities per cm?, at least about 20 cavities per cm?, at least
about 50 cavities per cm?, at least about 100 cavities per
cm?, at least about 500 cavities per cm?, at least about 1,000
cavities per cm?, at least about 5,000 cavities per cm?, at
least about 10,000 cavities per cm?, at least about 50,000
cavities per cm?, at least about 100,000 cavities per cm?, or
at least about 500,000 cavities per cm? (and/or, in certain
embodiments, up to about 1,000,000 cavities per cm?, or
more). In some embodiments, the microplasma cavities are
present within the array at a density from about 1 cavity per
cm? to about 1,000,000 cavities per cm>. To determine the
density of an array of objects (e.g., elongated semiconductor
structures, microplasma cavities, etc.), one of ordinary skill
in the art would count the number of units present within the
array, calculate the geometric surface area occupied by the
array, and divide the number of units by the geometric
surface area. Those of ordinary skill in the art understand
that the geometric surface area refers to the area of the
theoretical surface defining the outer boundaries of the array,
for example, the area that may be measured by a macro-
scopic measuring tool (e.g., a ruler), and does not include the
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internal surface area that might be present within the outer
surface of the array (e.g., area defined by the walls of the
microplasma cavities).

In some embodiments, a plurality of electronically insu-
lating structures are positioned between the semiconductor
structures. Referring to FIG. 2A, insulating structures 210
separate semiconductor structures 202. As noted above, the
electronically insulating structures may comprise a dielec-
tric material. The dielectric material may, in some embodi-
ments, comprise silicon oxide, silicon nitride, undoped
amorphous silicon, and/or undoped polycrystalline silicon.

In some embodiments, microplasma generators may be
arranged in a two-dimensional array. That is to say, the
microplasma generators may be arranged along a surface
that extends along at least two orthogonal coordinate direc-
tions. For example, in certain embodiments, the
microplasma generators may be arranged along a surface,
which can be curved or substantially planar. In some
embodiments, at least a portion of the surface may be tiled.
For a cylindrical surface, for example, small tiles may be
used to cover the curved surface. The microplasma genera-
tors may be arranged randomly or according to a pattern. In
some embodiments, the microplasma generators may be
ordered in a substantially periodic pattern. The generators
may be, for example, hexagonally tiled, triangularly tiled,
and/or square tiled.

In some embodiments, when a voltage above a threshold
value is applied to the array, microplasma is generated
within the microplasma cavities, and the standard deviation
in the electronic current levels supplied to each of the
microplasma cavities is less than about 100%, less than
about 75%, less than about 50%, less than about 25%, or less
than about 10% (and/or, in certain embodiments, down to
about 1%, or less) of the average of the electronic current
levels supplied to the microplasma cavities. Generally, the
standard deviation in the electronic current levels supplied to
an array of microplasma cavities is measured using a current
probe, and current levels are averaged over a period of 10
times the characteristic timescale of the fluctuations. In
some embodiments, the electronic current level supplied to
at least one of the microplasma cavities is at least about 0.1
mA, at least about 0.5 mA, at least about 1 mA, at least about
5 mA, at least about 10 mA, or at least about 50 mA (and/or,
in certain embodiments, up to about 100 mA, or more). In
some embodiments, application of a voltage to the
microplasma cavities produces currents of at least about 0.1
mA, at least about 0.5 mA, at least about 1 mA, at least about
5 mA, at least about 10 mA, or at least about 50 mA (and/or,
in certain embodiments, up to about 100 mA, or more). In
some embodiments, application of a voltage to the
microplasma cavities produces currents from about 0.1 mA
to about 100 mA in the microplasma cavities.

In some cases, ballasting may improve efficiency of an
array of microplasma generators. In general, the -V char-
acteristics of such an array may be affected by the fabrica-
tion variability of generators across the array. As noted
above, semiconductor structures can provide individual cur-
rent control to the microplasma cavities. The presence of the
semiconductor structures can thereby allow for stable, uni-
form generation of microplasmas.

In certain embodiments in which an array of microplasma
generators is present, the array comprises one or more gate
electrodes. In some such embodiments, the array comprises
a plurality of gate electrodes adjacent to the elongated
semiconductor structures and outside the microplasma cavi-
ties of the array. For example, referring to FIG. 2C, array
200 comprises a plurality of gate electrodes 222 positioned
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adjacent to elongated semiconductor structures 202 and
outside microplasma cavities 214. In some embodiments,
the gate electrodes are not in contact with the elongated
semiconductor structures. The gate electrodes may be sepa-
rated from the elongated semiconductor structures by an
electrically insulating material, according to some embodi-
ments. For example, in FIG. 2C, gate electrodes 222 are
separated from elongated semiconductor structures 202 by
insulating structure 210. In some embodiments, the gate
electrodes may be formed, at least in part, of a metal and/or
a semiconductor.

As noted above, in certain embodiments, when a voltage
is applied to a gate electrode within the array, the saturation
current of an adjacent elongated semiconductor structure can
be altered. In some embodiments, the array may be config-
ured such that when a voltage is applied to a first gate
electrode, a saturation current of a first elongated semicon-
ductor is altered by at least about 5%, at least about 10%, at
least about 20%, at least about 50%, at least about 100%, at
least about 200%, or at least about 500% (and/or, in certain
embodiments, up to about 1000%, or more). In some
embodiments, when a voltage is applied to a second gate
electrode, a saturation current of a second elongated semi-
conductor is altered by at least about 5%, at least about 10%,
at least about 20%, at least about 50%, at least about 100%,
at least about 200%, or at least about 500% (and/or, in
certain embodiments, up to about 1000%, or more).

In certain embodiments, multiple gate electrodes 222 can
be positioned within the width of the insulating structure
(e.g., 110 in FIG. 1B, 210 in FIG. 2C) between adjacent
elongated semiconductor structures (e.g., 102 in FIG. 1B,
202 in FIG. 2C). For example, in some embodiments, there
can be two gate electrodes 222 within the region between
adjacent elongated semiconductor structures. In certain
embodiments, each of the gate electrodes can be electrically
insulated from each other, which can allow, in some embodi-
ments, for the application of different voltages to the mul-
tiple gate electrodes.

In some embodiments, the first voltage (applied to the first
gate electrode) and the second voltage (applied to the second
gate electrode) may be substantially the same. In some such
embodiments, the plurality of gate electrodes may be in
electronic communication with a single voltage source,
although in other embodiments, multiple voltage sources
could be used to supply similar voltages to multiple gate
electrodes. In some such embodiments, application of the
voltages at similar levels to multiple gates will result in
similar changes to the saturation currents of the semicon-
ductor structures associated with those multiple gates.
Operation in this manner can allow one to adjust the
saturation current of a plurality (and, in some cases, all) of
the elongated semiconductor materials within the array
simultaneously and/or similarly.

In certain embodiments, the first voltage (applied to the
first gate electrode) and the second voltage (applied to the
second gate electrode) may be different. In some such
embodiments, the first and second gate electrodes may be in
electronic communication with first and second voltage
sources, respectively. In some embodiments, each gate elec-
trode in the array may be in electronic communication with
a different voltage source. In some such embodiments, the
voltage applied to a first gate electrode may be different from
the voltage applied to at least one, at least two, at least three,
or more other gate electrodes. In some cases, the voltage
applied to each gate electrode may be different. Operation in
this manner can allow one to adjust the saturation current of
a plurality of (and, in some cases, all of) the elongated
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semiconductor materials within the array individually and/or
independently. This can allow one to supply different elec-
trical currents to two or more (or, in some cases, at least
three, at least four, or more, or all) of the elongated semi-
conductor structures within the array. It may be desirable, in
some cases, to be able to individually control the saturation
current of each microplasma cavity to produce an array of
microplasmas having one or more desirable properties. For
example, a plasma field to control the boundary layer in an
airfoil may need to vary spatially and/or in time, since the
conditions required to influence the boundary layer at the
leading edge may be different from the conditions required
downstream and these conditions may vary during flight.

In certain embodiments, the microplasma cavities can be
modulated relatively quickly. In some embodiments, modu-
lation of one or more (or all) of the microplasma cavities
(e.g., within an array) may occur on the order of about 1
millisecond or less, about 1 microsecond or less, or about 1
nanosecond or less (and/or, in certain embodiments, down to
about 0.1 nanoseconds, or less). In some embodiments,
modulation of each microplasma cavity may occur on the
order of the charge recombination of carriers in the semi-
conductor of the elongated semiconductor structure.

In some embodiments, the microplasma cavities may be
modulated through photoactuation. For example, the back-
side of an array may be excited by laser pulses (for example,
on the order of less than 30 ps) to create current surges in the
elongated semiconductor structures. In some cases, the
current surges experienced by a first microplasma cavity and
a second microplasma cavity may be substantially the same
or substantially different.

Certain embodiments relate to methods of generating
microplasma. In one embodiment, the method comprises
applying a voltage along a longitudinal axis of an elongated
semiconductor structure. For example, referring to FIG. 1A,
a voltage may be applied along the longitudinal axis 120 of
elongated semiconductor structure 102. A voltage is applied
along the longitudinal axis of an article when the resulting
current produced by the applied voltage (absent any effects
from outside voltage sources or fields of electromagnetic
radiation) travels along the longitudinal axis of the structure.
Referring to FIG. 1A, a voltage can be applied along
longitudinal axis 120 of elongated semiconductor structure
102 by applying the voltage (e.g., from a voltage source)
across, for example, substrate 104 and electrode 108. The
applied voltage may result in an amount of current being
delivered to microplasma cavity 114, resulting in generation
of a microplasma.

In some embodiments, the method of generating
microplasma further comprises applying a voltage to a gate
electrode such that a saturation current of the elongated
semiconductor structure is altered. In some embodiments,
the voltage to the gate electrode alters the saturation current
of the elongated semiconductor structure by at least about
5%, at least about 10%, at least about 20%, at least about
50%, at least about 100%, at least about 200%, or at least
about 500% (and/or, in certain embodiments, up to about
1000%, or more).

In some embodiments, the method comprises applying a
first gate voltage to a first gate electrode such that a
saturation current of a first elongated semiconductor struc-
ture is altered. The method may further comprise applying a
second gate voltage to a second gate electrode such that a
saturation current of the second elongated semiconductor
structure is altered. In some embodiments, the first gate
voltage and second gate voltage are the same. In other
embodiments, the first gate voltage and the second gate
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voltage are different. In some cases, the method may further
comprise applying a gate voltage to additional elongated
semiconductor structures. As described elsewhere herein,
the additional elongated semiconductor structures may be in
an array. In some embodiments, the method may comprise
applying a different voltage to each gate electrode in the
array.

Certain embodiments relate to methods of generating
arrays of microplasmas. In one embodiment, the method
comprises applying a voltage to at least two microplasma
cavities each defined by a structure comprising an elongated
semiconductor and an electrode, wherein the standard devia-
tion in the electronic current levels supplied to each of the
microplasma cavities is less than about 50% of the average
of the electronic current levels supplied to the microplasma
cavities. In some embodiments, the at least two microplasma
cavities are arranged within an array of microplasma cavi-
ties.

The embodiments described herein may be manufactured
using standard microfabrication techniques. In some
embodiments, various components can be formed from solid
materials via micromachining, film deposition processes
(such as spin coating, atomic layer deposition, sputtering,
thermal evaporation, electroplating, electroless plating, and
chemical vapor deposition), laser fabrication, photolitho-
graphic techniques, etching methods including wet chemical
or plasma processes, and the like. In some embodiments,
various components can be made using standard fabrication
techniques, including using a saw to define the semiconduc-
tor structures.

Referring to exemplary FIG. 2A, for example, the
microplasma generators within array 200 can be manufac-
tured using a variety of microfabrication techniques. In
some embodiments, substrate 204, which can be a semicon-
ductor substrate, can be etched to produce high aspect ratio
semiconductor structures 202 extending from the substrate.
The substrate can correspond to any wafer suitable for use
in a microfabrication process. For example, the substrate can
correspond to a silicon wafer. The high aspect ratio struc-
tures can, according to some embodiments, be etched from
the substrate using reactive ion etching (e.g., deep reactive
ion etching), chemical etching, or any other etching process
known in the art. In some embodiments, etching the sub-
strate to produce the high aspect ratio structures can be
achieved using one or more etch masks. The high aspect
ratio semiconductor structures can subsequently undergo a
wet oxidation step to further reduce the width of the struc-
tures. The wet oxidation step may also provide dielectric
material to fill gaps between the semiconductor structures to
form electronically insulating structures. In some embodi-
ments, dielectric material may be deposited in the gaps
between the semiconductor structures. For example, dielec-
tric material may be deposited, in some embodiments, by
any physical or chemical vapor deposition method known in
the art, such as thermal evaporation (including, but not
limited to, resistive, inductive, radiation, and electron beam
heating), sputtering (including, but not limited to, diode,
direct current magnetron, radio frequency, radio frequency
magnetron, pulsed, dual magnetron, AC, MF, and reactive),
chemical vapor deposition, plasma enhanced chemical vapor
deposition, laser enhanced chemical vapor deposition, ion
plating, cathodic arc, and jet vapor deposition. In some
embodiments, the one or more semiconductor structures can
be further etched such that the height of the semiconductor
structures is less than the height of the insulating structures,
thereby forming one or more microplasma cavities (which
can correspond to cavities 214 in FIG. 2A).
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In some embodiments, a dielectric substrate is etched to
produce one or more high aspect ratio insulating structures
extending from the substrate. A semiconductor material can
be deposited in gaps between the insulating structures to
form semiconductor structures.

In some embodiments, one or more semiconductor struc-
tures are etched from a semiconductor substrate and one or
more insulating structures are etched from a dielectric
substrate. The semiconductor and insulating structures can
then be attached to a conductive substrate. For example, the
semiconductor structures and insulating structures may be
attached using an adhesive.

In some embodiments, one or more electrodes (which can
correspond to electrodes 208 in FIG. 2A) may be deposited
on the insulating structures. In some such embodiments, the
electrodes (e.g., electrodes 208 in FIG. 2A) may at least
partially (or completely) surround the one or more
microplasma cavities, when the device is viewed along the
longitudinal axes of the elongated semiconductor structures
(e.g., as illustrated in FIG. 2B). The electrode may be
deposited using electroplating, screen printing, any of the
material deposition methods listed elsewhere herein, or by
any other suitable method. In some embodiments, one or
more second electrodes (which can correspond to electrodes
206 in FIG. 2A) may be deposited on the one or more
semiconductor structures, and a protective layer can be
deposited over the semiconductor structures and
microplasma cavities. The one or more second electrodes
and the protective layer may be deposited by any of the
material deposition methods listed elsewhere herein.

In some embodiments, a microplasma generator compris-
ing a gate electrode may be fabricated using standard
microfabrication techniques. According to some embodi-
ments, an insulating structure may be etched to form a
cavity, and a metal and/or semiconductor may be deposited
into the cavity, thereby forming a gate electrode. For
example, referring to FIG. 2C, in some embodiments, when
insulating structure 210 is formed (e.g., via a deposition
technique such as chemical vapor deposition, or using any
other suitable technique), a cavity may be left in insulating
structure 210. The cavity within insulating structure 210 can
subsequently be filled with an electrode material (using any
suitable electrode material deposition technique, including
those described elsewhere herein), thereby forming gate
electrode 222. Additional insulating material may then be
deposited to encapsulate gate electrode 222. In other
embodiments, after insulating structure 210 has been
formed, insulating structure 210 can be etched (e.g., via deep
reactive ion etching) to leave behind a cavity. Electrode
material can then be deposited to fill the cavity, forming gate
electrode 222. Electrical connections can be made to the gate
electrode, for example, by etching a via (e.g., through
substrate 204 and/or through insulating structure 210). One
may then form an insulating material over the surface of the
cavity containing the via and subsequently fill the cavity
with via material, thereby producing a via that is electroni-
cally insulated from the surrounding environment (e.g.,
substrate 204).

The embodiments described herein may be used in a wide
range of applications. In some embodiments, at least some
of the electrons within a microplasma may have relatively
high energies. For example, in some cases, at least some of
the electrons within a microplasma have energies of at least
about 5 eV, at least about 10 €V, or at least about 20 eV
(and/or, in certain embodiments, up to 25 eV, or more). In
some embodiments, the energy distribution of the electrons
of the electrons within the microplasma may be non-Max-
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wellian. That is, the energy distribution does not follow the
Maxwell-Boltzmann distribution. The microplasma, in some
embodiments, may have a relatively high electron density.
For example, the microplasma may have an electron density
of at least about 10'* cm?, at least about 10'°> cm?, at least
about 10'% cm?, at least about 10'7 cm?, at least about 10*®
cm? or at least about 10*° cm™ (and/or, in certain embodi-
ments, an electron density of up to about 10°° cm™, or
more).

In some embodiments, the electrons and/or ions (and/or
neutrals, if present) within the microplasma may engage in
one or more collisions. The one or more collisions may, in
some embodiments, produce one or more excimers. In some
embodiments, excimers may be formed in three-body reac-
tions. Those of ordinary skill in the art understand an
excimer to refer to an excited molecule with a thermally
unstable ground state. In some embodiments, the excimers
may comprise noble gas excimers and/or noble gas-halogen
excimers. In some embodiments, the excimer may be short-
lived. For example, the lifetime of an excimer may be on the
order of nanoseconds. In certain instances, as the excimer
decays, radiation may be emitted. In some embodiments, the
radiation may be in the ultraviolet (e.g., having a wavelength
of from about 10 nm to about 400 nm) or extreme ultraviolet
(e.g., having a wavelength of from about 10 nm to about 124
nm) spectral range. In certain embodiments, microplasmas
in which such excimers are generated can be used as
ultraviolet (UV) radiation sources. UV radiation sources
may be used, for example, to disinfect surfaces and/or to
decompose pollutants, among other uses. Additionally, UV
sources may be used in lithography.

In some embodiments, microplasmas comprising ener-
getic electrons may be used for nanoscale synthesis. Ener-
getic electrons may, in some embodiments, interact with gas,
liquid, and/or solid precursors to form radical species
capable of nucleating nanoparticles. For example, silane gas
may be used as a gaseous precursor to produce silicon
nanoparticles.

In some embodiments, the microplasma may have a
relatively low temperature. The use of microplasmas having
relatively low temperatures may be useful in certain
instances (although is not required in all embodiments), as
it can make them more useful for certain industrial appli-
cations. For example, such low-temperature microplasmas
may be useful for working with heat-sensitive materials,
such as plastics. Additionally, less specialized equipment
may be required when working with plasmas at a relatively
low temperature. In some embodiments, the microplasma
may have a temperature of less than about 1000 K, less than
about 900 K, less than about 800 K, less than about 700 K,
less than about 600 K, less than about 500 K, less than about
400 K (and/or, in certain embodiments, as low as 300 K, or
lower). In some embodiments, the microplasma may have a
temperature in the range from about 300 K to about 1000 K.

In some embodiments, the microplasma may have a
relatively high pressure. Previously, plasmas commonly had
relatively low pressures which could generally only be
generated using vacuum systems. In contrast, certain
embodiments described herein relate to microplasmas that
can be generated closer to atmospheric pressure (or even
above atmospheric pressure), which can allow for the use of
less complex and/or expensive vacuum equipment and/or
the use of no vacuum equipment. In some embodiments, the
microplasma may have a pressure of at least about 0.01 kPa,
at least about 0.1 kPa, at least about 1 kPa, at least about 10
kPa, or at least about 50 kPa (and/or, in certain embodi-
ments, up to about 110 kPa, or more).
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In some embodiments, a distributed microplasma array
may be used to control the boundary layer of airplane wings
to produce less drag. In some such embodiments, the opti-
mized plasma field varies spatially, since the conditions
required to influence the boundary layer at the leading edge
are different from the conditions required downstream. The
plasma field can also vary in time, for example, to accom-
modate to a wide range of conditions during flight.

Microplasmas may also be used as energy-efficient, low-
cost light sources and in plasma displays where each pixel
is illuminated by a microplasma, with UV light from each
microplasma pixel used to excite different colored phos-
phors to produce a full color display.

Microplasmas may also be used in etching and deposition
processes, for example, in photolithographic manufacturing
processes. It may be desirable to use microplasmas in
manufacturing processes, since microplasmas operate at
near-atmospheric pressure and therefore do not necessarily
need vacuum pumps for operation, which can result in lower
manufacturing costs.

As used herein, Group II elements include Be, Mg, Ca, Sr,
Ba, and Ra; Group III elements include B, Al, Ga, In, T1, and
Uut; Group IV elements include C, Si, Ge, Sn, Pb, and FI;
Group V elements include N, P, As, Sb, Bi, and Uup; Group
VI elements include O, S, Se, Te, Po, and Lv.

The following example is intended to illustrate certain
embodiments of the present invention, but does not exem-
plify the full scope of the invention.

EXAMPLE 1

This example describes the fabrication of a 143x143 array
of microplasma generators, with as many as 20,450 steady-
operating microplasma generators in 1 square centimeter.
The cross section of each semiconductor structure was about
30 micrometers, the pitch between microplasma cavities was
70 micrometers, and the length of each semiconductor
structure was 900 micrometers. Each semiconductor struc-
ture regulated the current to about 2.5 mA. The microplasma
cavities were 20 micrometers tall and 20 micrometers wide.

An array of microplasma generators was microfabricated
from a 1,200 micron-thick, 6-inch double side polished
n-type silicon (n-Si) wafer with a doping concentration of
1x10'* c¢m?®. Initially, a 0.5 micron thick thermal silicon
oxide (Si0,) layer was grown on the silicon substrate. This
layer was used to protect the silicon structures during
processing and also to avoid lateral oxidation in the silicon-
silicon nitride interface. Following the thermal oxide
growth, low pressure chemical vapor deposition (LPCVD)
was used to deposit first a 0.5 micron thick silicon-rich
silicon nitride layer and then a 5 micron thick thermal silicon
oxide (Si0,) layer that was annealed in nitrogen for 1 hour
at 950° C. The silicon nitride layer served as a diffusion
barrier for oxygen during subsequent oxidation steps, and
the second SiO, layer was used as a hard mask for etching
the silicon structures.

After the deposition of the thin-film stack on the silicon
substrate, the substrate was coated with photoresist and
patterned using photolithography. Reactive ion etching with
low pressure CHF; and CF, plasma was used to define the
dielectric stack to form a hard mask for the silicon high
aspect ratio structure arrays. Deep reactive ion etching with
alternating SF4 plasma and polymer-rich plasma was then
used to etch the silicon high aspect ratio structure arrays,
achieving 900 micrometers of depth using an etch window
40 micrometers wide.
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After the silicon structures were etched, a wet oxidation
step was used to slightly reduce the silicon structure width,
improve the aspect ratio, smooth the surface of the semi-
conductor structure, and partially fill the gap between the
columns with a conformal silicon dioxide layer. Additional
silicon dioxide layers were deposited by LPCVD to com-
pletely fill the gap between the columns. One alternative
approach includes depositing LPCVD polysilicon layers,
consuming the polysilicon layers as silicon dioxide by wet
oxidation, and then depositing low temperature oxide.
Another alternative approach includes spinning on glass
dielectric material to fill the high aspect ratio gaps between
silicon structures. Also, another approach is to fill in the gaps
using LPCVD silicon-rich nitride, which can allow for the
formation of a film having a very low stress. Films on the
back of the substrate might be deposited to compensate for
the stresses induced by the film stack on the front of the
substrate. The result of the dielectric deposition was an array
of semiconductor structures 900 micrometers long and 30
micrometers wide, fully surrounded by dielectric material,
including the tops of the semiconductor structures. The
thickness of the dielectric on top of the semiconductor
structures was on the order of tens of microns, with specific
values depending on the actual technology used to deposit
the dielectric.

After the gaps between silicon structures were filled,
planarization of the substrate was carried out using a chemi-
cal mechanical polishing (CMP) step. The result was an
array of semiconductor structures 900 micrometers long, 30
micrometers wide, fully surrounded by dielectric, with a flat
top surface. The CMP step was done until the top of the
substrate (and the top of the semiconductor structures) was
covered by a certain thickness of dielectric, e.g., 20 microm-
eters. The planarization was conducted to help define fea-
tures using lithography in subsequent processing steps. The
planarization of the substrate may not be necessary to get
working devices, but it is included here for completeness.
Electrodes were then deposited on the top of the substrate.
First, a 0.2 micron layer of n-doped polysilicon was depos-
ited and annealed in nitrogen to form a thin layer of N+ film
to improve ohmic contact. A 1-micrometer layer of nickel
was then electroplated onto the wafer, and the wafer was
patterned and etched to define metal contact regions. The
patterning created windows in the electrode film stack that
were used to define the microplasma cavities.

After electrode definition, the dielectric layer on top of the
semiconductor structures was selectively etched to form the
microplasma cavities, with the etch stopping at the dielec-
tric-silicon interface. The result was an array of 20 microns
tall by 20 microns wide microplasma cavities, each on top
of'a semiconductor structure measuring 900 microns tall by
30 microns wide, with an aspect ratio of 30:1. Finally, a 0.5
micron layer of silicon carbide (SiC) was deposited using
plasma-enhanced chemical vapor deposition, forming a pro-
tective layer inside the cavity. Processing to gain access to
the substrate and to the top electrode of the microcavity was
conducted using standard techniques such as lithography,
etching, via forming, metallization, lift-off, and the like.

The current-voltage characteristic of one of the semicon-
ductor structures is shown in FIG. 5. The linear conductance
of the structure was measured to be 170 microSiemens (i.e.,
8.9 kiloOhms of resistance, which is the resistance of the
structure for bias voltages that are substantially smaller than
the saturation voltage of the semiconductor structure). The
output conductance of the structure was measured to be 2.45
microSiemens (i.e., 0.41 megaOhms of resistance, which is
the resistance of the structure for bias voltages that are larger
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than the saturation voltage of the semiconductor structure).
In this case, the output resistance was more than 69 times the
linear resistance, highlighting the advantage of using semi-
conductor structures to ballast microplasma sources instead
of linear resistors. Based on FIG. 5, the saturation voltage of
the semiconductor structure was estimated to be about 12 'V,
and the saturation current was estimated to be about 2.5 mA.
The current will slightly increase for bias voltages larger
than the saturation voltage, but it will be regulated by the
output resistance. For example, if the bias voltage across the
semiconductor structure is 100 volts, the current transported
by the semiconductor structure is I=I,,,.....,+(Voltage
across semiconductor structure—saturation voltage)/output
resistance (e.g., 2.5 mA+(100-12)/410,000=2.7 mA), a
change of less than 8% for a voltage 1,000% larger. The bias
voltage across the microplasma cavity and the semiconduc-
tor structure will be split between the two components; if the
bias voltage across the semiconductor structure is larger than
its saturation voltage (e.g., 12 V in the example), the
semiconductor structure will limit the current going to the
microplasma cavity at about the saturation current (e.g., 2.5
mA in the example). A typical current-voltage characteristic
of a microplasma source is given by I=I_*(V-V_)"0.5, where
V, is the minimum voltage to ignite the microplasma and Io
is the minimum current to sustain the microplasma. Assum-
ing =1 mA, V_=50V, if a total voltage of 150 V is applied
across the microplasma source and the semiconductor struc-
ture, the current fed to the microplasma cavity is equal to the
current supplied by the semiconductor structure (i.e., 0.001*
(150-X-50)"0.5=0.0025+(X~12)/410,000), where X is the
voltage across the semiconductor structure (i.e., X=92.8 V
and 1=2.7 mA), and the bias voltage across the microplasma
cavity would be 572 V. Based on the current-voltage
characteristic of the semiconductor structure, it is clear that
the method can accommodate a wide variation of opera-
tional conditions of the microplasma sources. For example,
if the fabrication variation of the microplasma sources
results in 10x difference in the operational currents for the
same voltage, the semiconductor structure will compensate
for these differences and result in less than 10% variation of
current across the array (this is a result of the high output
resistance of the semiconductor structure).

EXAMPLE 2

This example describes the fabrication of a 143x143 array
of microplasma generators, with as many as 20,450 steady-
operating microplasma generators in 1 square centimeter.
The cross-section of each semiconductor structure was about
30 micrometers; the pitch between microplasma cavities was
70 micrometers; the length of each semiconductor structure
was 900 micrometers; and each semiconductor structure
regulated the current to about 2.5 mA. The microplasma
cavities were 20 micrometers tall and 20 micrometers wide.
The array of microplasma generators were fabricated as
described above in Example 1. However, after planarization
of the substrate, trenches around the semiconductor struc-
tures were etched using plasma and lithography; the trenches
were filled in with n-poly-silicon, and then the trenches were
capped with a dielectric. After the microsplasma electrode
was defined and the microcavity etched, the process flow
yielded a device similar in cross-section to that shown in
FIG. 1B.

As shown in FIG. 6, the gate electrode can be used to
modulate the current supplied by the semiconductor struc-
ture. If the gate electrode bias voltage is increased, the
current supplied by the semiconductor structure increases,
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without losing the saturation behavior (high output resis-
tance); if the gate electrode bias voltage is decreased, the
current is also decreased and the current limitation behavior
of the semiconductor structure is preserved.

A microcavity in series with the semiconductor structure
will experience a constant current (and consequently, opera-
tion at constant power). The actual current fed by the
semiconductor structure to the microplasma cavity can be
found by equalizing the equations of the current-voltage
characteristics of the two components, similar to what was
done in Example 1. In FIG. 6, it is clear that the bias voltage
across the semiconductor structure can be substantially
larger than its saturation voltage, which allows accommo-
dating for a wide variation in the current-voltage character-
istics of the microplasma devices across the array. This array
may be used to individually regulate each microplasma
source with a semiconductor structure that behaves like a
current source (e.g., providing high current level with high
output resistance).

While several embodiments of the present invention have
been described and illustrated herein, those of ordinary skill
in the art will readily envision a variety of other means
and/or structures for performing the functions and/or obtain-
ing the results and/or one or more of the advantages
described herein, and each of such variations and/or modi-
fications is deemed to be within the scope of the present
invention. More generally, those skilled in the art will
readily appreciate that all parameters, dimensions, materials,
and configurations described herein are meant to be exem-
plary and that the actual parameters, dimensions, materials,
and/or configurations will depend upon the specific appli-
cation or applications for which the teachings of the present
invention is/are used. Those skilled in the art will recognize,
or be able to ascertain using no more than routine experi-
mentation, many equivalents to the specific embodiments of
the invention described herein. It is, therefore, to be under-
stood that the foregoing embodiments are presented by way
of example only and that, within the scope of the appended
claims and equivalents thereto, the invention may be prac-
ticed otherwise than as specifically described and claimed.
The present invention is directed to each individual feature,
system, article, material, and/or method described herein. In
addition, any combination of two or more such features,
systems, articles, materials, and/or methods, if such features,
systems, articles, materials, and/or methods are not mutually
inconsistent, is included within the scope of the present
invention.

The indefinite articles “a” and “an,” as used herein in the
specification and in the claims, unless clearly indicated to
the contrary, should be understood to mean “at least one.”

The phrase “and/or,” as used herein in the specification
and in the claims, should be understood to mean “either or
both” of the elements so conjoined, i.e., elements that are
conjunctively present in some cases and disjunctively pres-
ent in other cases. Other elements may optionally be present
other than the elements specifically identified by the “and/
or” clause, whether related or unrelated to those elements
specifically identified unless clearly indicated to the con-
trary. Thus, as a non-limiting example, a reference to “A
and/or B,” when used in conjunction with open-ended
language such as “comprising” can refer, in one embodi-
ment, to A without B (optionally including elements other
than B); in another embodiment, to B without A (optionally
including elements other than A); in yet another embodi-
ment, to both A and B (optionally including other elements);
etc.
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As used herein in the specification and in the claims, “or”
should be understood to have the same meaning as “and/or”
as defined above. For example, when separating items in a
list, “or” or “and/or” shall be interpreted as being inclusive,
i.e., the inclusion of at least one, but also including more
than one, of a number or list of elements, and, optionally,
additional unlisted items. Only terms clearly indicated to the
contrary, such as “only one of” or “exactly one of,” or, when
used in the claims, “consisting of,” will refer to the inclusion
of exactly one element of a number or list of elements. In
general, the term “or” as used herein shall only be inter-
preted as indicating exclusive alternatives (i.e. “one or the
other but not both”) when preceded by terms of exclusivity,
such as “either,” “one of,” “only one of,” or “exactly one of.”
“Consisting essentially of,” when used in the claims, shall
have its ordinary meaning as used in the field of patent law.

As used herein in the specification and in the claims, the
phrase “at least one,” in reference to a list of one or more
elements, should be understood to mean at least one element
selected from any one or more of the elements in the list of
elements, but not necessarily including at least one of each
and every element specifically listed within the list of
elements and not excluding any combinations of elements in
the list of elements. This definition also allows that elements
may optionally be present other than the elements specifi-
cally identified within the list of elements to which the
phrase “at least one” refers, whether related or unrelated to
those elements specifically identified. Thus, as a non-limit-
ing example, “at least one of A and B” (or, equivalently, “at
least one of A or B,” or, equivalently “at least one of A and/or
B”) can refer, in one embodiment, to at least one, optionally
including more than one, A, with no B present (and option-
ally including elements other than B); in another embodi-
ment, to at least one, optionally including more than one, B,
with no A present (and optionally including elements other
than A); in yet another embodiment, to at least one, option-
ally including more than one, A, and at least one, optionally
including more than one, B (and optionally including other
elements); etc.

In the claims, as well as in the specification above, all
transitional phrases such as “comprising,” “including,” “car-
rying,” “having,” “containing,” “involving,” “holding,” and
the like are to be understood to be open-ended, i.e., to mean
including but not limited to. Only the transitional phrases
“consisting of” and “consisting essentially of” shall be
closed or semi-closed transitional phrases, respectively, as
set forth in the United States Patent Office Manual of Patent
Examining Procedures, Section 2111.03.

What is claimed is:

1. A microplasma generator, comprising:

an elongated semiconductor structure comprising a lon-

gitudinal axis, a first end, and a second end; and

a microplasma cavity spatially defined by a structure

comprising the elongated semiconductor structure and
an electrode,

wherein:

the microplasma generator is configured to generate a

microplasma when a voltage is applied across the
elongated semiconductor structure along the longitudi-
nal axis of the structure, and

the second end of the elongated semiconductor structure

is located between the first end of the elongated semi-
conductor structure and the microplasma cavity.

2. The microplasma generator of claim 1, wherein the
voltage is a quasi-static voltage.

3. The microplasma generator of claim 1, wherein the
voltage is a direct current voltage.
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4. The microplasma generator of claim 1, comprising a
gate electrode adjacent to the elongated semiconductor
structure and outside the microplasma cavity.

5. The microplasma generator of claim 4, wherein the gate
electrode is separated from the elongated semiconductor
structure by an electrically insulating material.

6. The microplasma generator of claim 4, wherein the gate
electrode is configured such that, when a voltage is applied
to the gate electrode, a saturation current of the elongated
semiconductor structure is altered.

7. The microplasma generator of claim 4, wherein the gate
electrode is formed, at least in part, of a metal and/or a
semiconductor.

8. The microplasma generator of claim 1, wherein the
semiconductor structure has a saturation current of at least
about 0.1 mA.

9. The microplasma generator of claim 1, wherein the
aspect ratio of the semiconductor structure is at least about
10:1.

10. The microplasma generator of claim 1, wherein the
semiconductor structure has a width of at least about 10
microns.

11. The microplasma generator of claim 1, wherein the
semiconductor structure has a bulk resistivity of at least
about 1 milliohm-cm.

12. The microplasma generator of claim 1, comprising a
gas within the microplasma cavity.

13. The microplasma generator of claim 1, wherein the
largest cross-sectional dimension of the microplasma cavity
is from about 10 microns to about 10 mm.

14. The microplasma generator of claim 1, wherein an
interior of the microplasma cavity comprises a dielectric
coating.

15. The microplasma generator of claim 1, wherein the
electrode comprises a metal.

16. The microplasma generator of claim 1, wherein the
microplasma generator is configured to generate
microplasma at a pressure of at least about 0.01 kPa within
the microplasma cavity.

17. An array of microplasma generators, comprising:

a plurality of elongated semiconductor structures com-

prising longitudinal axes;

a plurality of microplasma cavities spatially defined by
structures comprising the elongated semiconductor
structures and first electrodes; and

a plurality of gate electrodes adjacent to the elongated
semiconductor structures and outside the microplasma
cavities,

wherein the array is configured such that, when a voltage
above a threshold value is applied to the array,
microplasma is generated within the microplasma cavi-
ties, and when a voltage is applied to the gate electrode,
a saturation current of the elongated semiconductor
structure is altered.

18. The array of claim 17, wherein the semiconductor
structures are present within the array at a density of at least
about 1 structure per cm?.

19. The array of claim 17, wherein a plurality of elec-
tronically insulating structures are positioned between the
semiconductor structures.

20. A method of generating microplasma, comprising:

applying a voltage along a longitudinal axis of an elon-
gated semiconductor structure such that microplasma is
generated within a microplasma cavity spatially
defined by a structure comprising the elongated semi-
conductor structure and an electrode, wherein:
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the elongated semiconductor structure comprises a first
end and a second end; and
the second end of the elongated semiconductor struc-
ture is located between the first end of the elongated
semiconductor structure and the microplasma cavity.
21. The method of claim 20, comprising applying a
voltage to a gate electrode such that a saturation current of
the elongated semiconductor structure is altered.
22. A microplasma generator, comprising:
an elongated semiconductor structure comprising a lon-
gitudinal axis;
a microplasma cavity spatially defined by a structure
comprising the elongated semiconductor structure and
a first electrode; and
a second electrode, the second electrode being between
the eclongated semiconductor structure and the
microplasma cavity,
wherein the microplasma generator is configured to gen-
erate a microplasma when a voltage is applied across
the elongated semiconductor structure along the longi-
tudinal axis of the structure.
23. A method of generating microplasma, comprising:
applying a voltage along a longitudinal axis of an elon-
gated semiconductor structure such that microplasma is
generated within a microplasma cavity spatially
defined by a structure comprising the elongated semi-
conductor structure and a first electrode, wherein the
structure further comprises a second electrode between
the eclongated semiconductor structure and the
microplasma cavity.
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