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[57] ABSTRACT

A high throughput surface inspection system with enhanced
detection sensitivity is described. The acquired data is
processed in real time at a rate of below 50 MHz thereby
reducing the cost for data processing. Anomalies are
detected and verified by comparing adjacent repeating pat-
terns and the height of the surface is monitored and corrected
dynamically to reduce misregistration errors between adja-
cent repeating patterns. Local thresholds employing neigh-
borhood information are used for detecting and verifying the
presence of anomalies. The sampled point spread function of
the combined illumination and collection system is
exploited for anomaly detection and verification.

113 Claims, 14 Drawing Sheets
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(3 Microfiche, 77 Pages)
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SURFACE INSPECTION SYSTEM

CROSS-REFERENCE TO RELATED
APPLICATION

This application is a continuation-in-part application of
the following parent applications:

1. “Wafer Alignment Sensor,” by Mehrdad Nikoonahad
and James A. Tebelskis, Ser. No. 08/263,203, filed Jun. 20,
1994 Pat. No. 5,576,831.

2. “Optical Scanning System for Surface Inspection,” by
Mehrdad Nikoonahad, Keith B . Wells, and Brian C. Leslie,
Ser. No. 08/351,664 filed Dec. 8, 1994 now abandoned.

3. “Optical Wafer Positioning System,” by Mehrdad
Nikoonahad, Philip R. Rigg, Keith B. Wells, and David S.
Calhoun, Ser. No. 08/361,131 filed Dec. 21, 1994 now U.S.
Pat. No. 5,530,550.

4. “Scanning System for Inspecting Anomalies on
Surfaces,” by Mehrdad Nikoonahad and Stanley E.
Stokowski, Ser. No. 08/499,995 filed Jul. 10, 1995 still
pending.

MICROFICHE APPENDIX

Attached herewith as part of this application is a micro-
fiche appendix including the following three items:

(1) “Patent Disclosure: SFS8000 Data Processing
Algorithms, John Jordan, Sep. 11, 1995, pages 1-22;

(2) SFS8000 block diagrams—10 pages; and
(3) Schematic circuit diagrams of 30 pages.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

This invention relates in general to surface inspection
systems, and in particular, to a high speed scanner system for
inspecting anomalies (contaminant particles and pattern
defects) on surfaces. In particular, it relates to a surface
inspection system for inspecting anomalies on substantially
planar surfaces such as those of semiconductor wafers,
photomasks, reticles, ceramic tiles, and other surfaces.

The size of semiconductor devices fabricated on silicon
wafers has been continually reduced. At the time that this
application is filed, for example, semiconductor devices can
be fabricated at a resolution of a half micron or less, and
sixty-four (64) megabits DRAMs are being fabricated with
a 0.35 micron design rule. The shrinking of semiconductor
devices to smaller and smaller sizes has imposed a much
more stringent requirement on the sensitivity of wafer
inspection instruments which are called upon to detect
contaminant particles and pattern defects that are small
compared to the size of the semiconductor devices. At the
same time, it is desirable for wafer inspection systems to
provide an adequate throughput so that these systems can be
used for in-line inspection to detect wafer defects.

In US. Pat. No. 4,898,471 to Stonestrom et al. assigned
to the present assignee of this application, the area illumi-
nated on a wafer surface by a scanning beam is an ellipse
which moves along a scan line henceforth called a sweep. In
one example given by Stonestrom et al., the ellipse has a
width of 20 microns and a length of 115 microns. Light
scattered by anomalies or patterns in such illuminated area
is detected by photodetectors placed at azimuthal angles in
the range of 80° to 100°. The signals detected by the
photodetectors are used to construct templates. When the
elliptical spot is moved along the scan line to a neighboring
region, scattered light from structures within the spot is
again detected and the photodetector signal is then compared
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to a template to ascertain the presence of contaminant
particles or pattern defects as opposed to regular pattern. In
Stonestrom et al., the scanning beam scans across the entire
wafer during each sweep, illuminating and inspecting the
wafer, while the wafer is simultaneously moved by a
mechanical stage in a direction substantially perpendicular
to the sweep direction. This operation is then repeated until
the entire wafer has been inspected.

While the system of Stonestrom et al. performs well for
inspecting wafers having semiconductor devices that are
fabricated with coarser resolution, with the continual shrink-
ing of the size of the devices fabricated, it is now desirable
to provide an improved inspection tool that can be used to
detect very small anomalies that may be difficult to detect
using Stonestrom et al.’s system.

Another type of surface inspection system is an imaging
system that illuminates a large area and scans duplicate areas
of surfaces, such as those of photomasks or semiconductor
wafers. Optically scanned information from the duplicate
areas is then compared to determine differences therebe-
tween. As examples of such systems, see U.S. Pat. Nos.
4,532,650; 4,579,455; 4,805,123 and 4,926,489. In such
systems, where the pixel is submicron in size, the optical
scanning system requires significant time to scan the entire
surface of a photomask or semiconductor wafer so that the
throughput of such systems is typically low and usually not
suitable for in-line inspection.

It is therefore desirable to provide an improved surface
inspection system with adequate sensitivity for detecting
small particles while achieving an adequate throughput at
reasonable cost so that these systems can be used for in-line
inspection to detect wafer defects.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

The above-described desirable result is achieved by a
number of features which may be used together or
separately, or in various different combinations thereof. First
the size of the area that is illuminated by the scanning light
beam is chosen to be smaller than that in the Stonestrom, et
al. patent referenced above to increase detection sensitivity.
The size of the illuminated area or spot is not, however, so
small as to prevent an adequate throughput. The number of
samples (and therefore the number of pixels) taken within
the illuminated area or spot is also not so large as to prevent
an adequate throughput. In such manner, a surface inspec-
tion system with enhanced detection sensitivity, adequate
throughput, and reasonable cost is achieved.

In the system of this invention, anomalies of an object to
be inspected are preferably detected by comparing the
optically scanned information (henceforth denoted images)
of two adjacent patterns of a plurality of real or virtual
repeating patterns on its surface. The image of a repeating
pattern on the surface for which anomaly detection and
verification are performed is denoted a target image, and the
image of a repeating pattern on the surface that is adjacent
to the target image is denoted a reference image. The
comparison is preferably carried out by comparing the
intensity of a first pixel location in the target image to that
of a second pixel location in the reference image. The second
pixel location is preferably located relative to the reference
image in the same way as the first pixel location is located
relative to the target image, so that if the target and reference
images are placed one on top of the other, the first and
second pixel locations would substantially overlap. Other
spatial relationships may also be defined between the first
and second pixel locations. For each pixel location in the
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target image, a corresponding pixel location may be defined
in the reference image that has the above-described spatial
relationship to each such pixel location in the target image.

By choosing an illumination spot size which is smaller
than that of Stonestrom, et al., a problem may arise in the
detection by comparison if the images of the two adjacent
patterns are misregistered. By employing precise system
design and correcting the height of the surface during the
inspection process, the misregistration error is reduced to an
extent that greatly simplifies the comparison process. Effi-
cient data comparison can then be used for the detection and
verification of anomalies.

Instead of comparing images of adjacent patterns on a
surface, the system of this invention is also useful for
detecting anomalies by comparing a target image to a
reference image that is not from a repeating pattern on the
surface. Such and other applications are within the scope of
the invention.

One aspect of the invention is directed towards an inspec-
tion system for detecting anomalies on a surface, comprising
means for optically scanning the surface; means for collect-
ing light scattered by the surface and deriving an intensity
value for at least a first pixel location from the collected
light, and means for determining an error threshold for said
at least first pixel location from intensity values stored for a
corresponding second pixel location and its neighboring
pixel locations of a reference image of the surface. The error
threshold is determined by the maximum difference of
intensity values stored for the second pixel location and its
neighboring pixel locations of the reference image. The
system further comprises means for identifying anomalies
by comparing the difference between the intensity value for
the at least first pixel location and that stored for the second
pixel location to said error threshold.

Another aspect of the invention is directed towards an
inspection system for detecting anomalies on a surface,
comprising means for optically scanning the surface, means
for collecting light scattered by the surface and deriving
intensity values for at least a first pixel location and its
adjacent pixel locations from the collected light, and a
memory storing an intensity value for a second pixel loca-
tion of a reference image of the surface. The second pixel
location corresponds in position to the at least first pixel
location. The memory also stores intensity values for neigh-
boring pixel locations of the second pixel in the reference
image. These pixel locations correspond in position to the
adjacent pixel locations of the at least first pixel location.
The system further includes means for identifying anomalies
by ascertaining whether some of the intensity values for the
first pixel location and its adjacent pixel locations exceed
those stored for the corresponding second pixel location and
its neighboring pixel locations.

Still another aspect of the invention is directed towards an
inspection system for verifying the anomaly on a surface,
comprising means for providing the intensity value for a
least a first pixel location on the surface, a memory storing
an intensity value for a second pixel location of a reference
image of the surface, said second pixel location correspond-
ing in position to the at least first pixel location, and means
for verifying the anomaly by ascertaining whether the inten-
sity value of the at least first pixel location is a multiple of
the intensity value of the second pixel location, where the
multiple is in the range of 2-16.

Yet another aspect of the invention is directed towards an
inspection system for verifying an anomaly on a surface,
comprising means for providing the intensity values for at
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4

least a first pixel location and its adjacent pixel locations on
the surface, and a memory storing an intensity value for a
second pixel location of a reference image of the surface,
said second pixel location corresponding in position to the at
least first pixel location, and storing intensity values for
neighboring pixel locations of the second pixel in the
reference image corresponding in position to the adjacent
pixel locations of the at least first pixel location. The system
further includes means for verifying the identified anomaly
by convolving a convolution matrix with the intensity values
at said first pixel location and its adjacent pixel locations to
obtain a first convolved value, and with the intensity values
at said second pixel location and its neighboring pixel
locations to obtain a second convolved value, and determin-
ing whether the difference between the first and second
convolved values exceeds a predetermined convolution
threshold.

One more aspect of the invention is directed towards an
inspection method for detecting anomalies on a surface,
comprising the steps of: optically scanning the surface;
collecting light scattered by the surface and deriving an
intensity value for at least a first pixel location from the
collected light; determining an error threshold for said at
least first pixel location from intensity values stored for a
corresponding second pixel location and its neighboring
pixel locations of a reference image of the surface. The error
threshold is determined by the maximum difference of
intensity values stored for the second pixel location and its
neighboring pixel locations of the reference image. The
method further comprises identifying anomalies by compar-
ing the difference between the intensity value for the at least
first pixel location and that stored for the second pixel
location to said error threshold.

Another aspect of the invention is directed towards an
inspection method for detecting anomalies on a surface,
comprising the steps of: optically scanning the surface,
collecting light scattered by the surface, and deriving inten-
sity values for said first pixel location and for its adjacent
pixel locations from the collected light; storing intensity
values for a second pixel location of a reference image of the
surface, said second pixel location corresponding in position
to the at least first pixel location, and for neighboring pixel
locations of the second pixel in the reference image corre-
sponding in position to the adjacent pixel locations of the at
least first pixel location. The method further comprises
identifying anomalies by ascertaining whether some of the
intensity values for the first pixel location and its adjacent
pixel locations exceed those stored for the corresponding
second pixel location and its neighboring pixel locations.

One more aspect of the invention is directed towards an
inspection method for verifying an anomaly on a surface,
comprising the steps of: providing the intensity value for at
least a first pixel location on a surface; storing an intensity
value for a second pixel location of a reference image of the
surface, said second pixel location corresponding in position
to the at least first pixel location; and verifying the anomaly
by ascertaining whether the intensity value of the at least
first pixel location is a multiple of the intensity value of the
second pixel location, where the multiple is in the range of
2-16.

One more aspect of the invention is directed towards an
inspection method for verifying an anomaly on a surface,
comprising the steps of: providing the intensity values for at
least a first pixel location and its adjacent pixel locations on
a surface; storing intensity values for a second pixel location
of a reference image of a surface, said second pixel location
corresponding in position to the at least first pixel location,
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and for neighboring pixel locations of the second pixel in the
reference image corresponding in position to the adjacent
pixel locations of the at least first pixel location. The method
further comprises verifying the identified anomaly by con-
volving a convolution matrix with the intensity values at
said first pixel location and its adjacent pixel locations to
obtain a first convolved value, and with the intensity values
at said second pixel location and its neighboring pixel
locations to obtain a second convolved value, and determin-
ing whether the difference between the first and second
convolved values exceeds a predetermined convolution
threshold.

Still one more aspect of the invention is directed towards
a system for detecting anomalies on a surface, comprising
means for directing a focused beam of light at a grazing
angle toward said surface, means for causing relative motion
between the beam and the surface so that the entire surface
is scanned with said beam; and means for detecting the
specular reflection from the surface and dynamically mea-
suring the height of the surface during a scan. The system
further comprises means for dynamically correcting the
height of the surface during a scan, means for collecting
light scattered from the surface and converting such light
into an electrical signal, and means for digitally processing
said electrical signal for detecting anomalies.

One more aspect of the invention is directed towards a
method for detecting anomalies on a surface, comprising the
steps of directing a focused beam of light at a grazing angle
toward said surface, causing relative motion between the
beam and the surface so that the entire surface is scanned
with said beam, detecting the specular reflection from this
surface and dynamically measuring the height of the surface
during a scan. The method further comprises dynamically
correcting the height of the surface during a scan, collecting
light scattered from the surface, converting such light into an
electrical signal, and digitally processing the electrical sig-
nal for detecting anomalies.

Still another aspect of the invention is directed towards a
method for detecting anomalies on a surface of a semicon-
ductor wafer, comprising the following steps: directing a
focused beam of light towards said surface to illuminate an
area of the surface defining a spot; causing relative motion
between the beam and the wafer so that the beam scans a
serpentine path covering substantially the entire surface; and
collecting scattered light for detecting anomalies and con-
verting collected light into an electrical signal. The spot size
and directing and causing steps are such that the beam
substantially inspects the entire surface of the wafer at a
throughput in excess of about 40 wafers per hour for 150
mm diameter wafers, at a throughput in excess of about 20
wafers per hour for 200 mm diameter wafers, and at a
throughput in excess of about 10 wafers for per hour for 300
mm diameter wafers. The method further comprises digi-
tally processing the electrical signal for detecting anomalies
at a data clock rate of less than 50 megahertz.

Yet another aspect of the invention is directed towards a
method for detecting anomalies on a surface, comprising the
steps of: directing a focused beam of light towards said
surface to illuminate an area of the surface defining a spot;
causing relative motion between the beam and the surface so
that the beam scans a serpentine path covering substantially
the entire surface, collecting scattered light for detecting
anomalies and converting the collected light into an electri-
cal signal. The spot size and the directing and causing steps
are such that the surface is inspected at a speed of not less
than about 1.5 cm?/s. The method further comprises digitally
processing the electrical signal for detecting anomalies at a
data clock rate of less than 50 megahertz.
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One more aspect of the invention is directed towards a
method for detecting anomalies on a surface comprising the
directing, causing, and collecting and converting steps of the
immediately preceding paragraph. The surface has dimen-
sions of not less than 200 mm in any direction along the
surface, wherein said directing and causing steps are such
that the beam scans substantially the entire surface in about
50-90 seconds. The method further comprises the digital
processing step of the immediately preceding paragraph.

Yet another aspect of the invention is directed towards a
method for detecting anomalies on a surface, comprising the
steps of: directing a focused beam of light towards said
surface to illuminate an area of the surface defining a spot
whose size is in the range of about 5-15 micrometers;
causing relative motion between the beam and the surface so
that the beam scans a serpentine path covering substantially
the entire surface; and collecting scattered light for detecting
anomalies and converting the collected light into an electri-
cal signal. The method further comprises digitally process-
ing said electrical signal for detecting anomalies at a data
clock rate of less than 50 megahertz.

Still one more aspect of the invention is directed towards
a system for detecting anomalies on a surface, comprising
means for directing a focused beam of light towards said
surface at an oblique angle of ® from the normal direction
to the surface to the plurality of areas on a surface during the
scan. Each such illuminated area on the surface defines a
spot size of w. The system further comprises means for
causing relative motion between the beam and the surface so
that the beam scans a serpentine path covering substantially
the entire surface. The path includes a plurality of strips of
sweeps of effective length 1 shorter than the dimensions of
the surface, where the beam sweeps with a frequency of 1/T
(T including overhead time associated with each sweep).
The system further comprises means for collecting scattered
light for detecting anomalies and converting the collected
light into electrical signals representing light collected from
N pixels within each spot, and means for digitally processing
said electrical signal for detecting anomalies, at an average
data clock rate substantially proportional to NI/wT.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG. 1A is a schematic view of an elliptical-shaped
illuminated area or spot on a surface to be inspected to
illustrate the invention.

FIG. 1B is a graphical illustration of the illumination
intensity across the width or short axis of the elliptical spot
of FIG. 1A for defining a boundary of the spot and to
illustrate the invention.

FIG. 2 shows partially in perspective and partially in
block diagram form a system for inspecting anomalies of a
semiconductor wafer surface to illustrate the preferred
embodiment of the invention.

FIG. 3 is a perspective view showing in more detail the
illumination and collection features of the system of FIG. 2.

FIG. 4 is a schematic view of a small portion of a
semiconductor wafer surface illustrating the scan path of an
illumination spot on the surface to illustrate the preferred
embodiment.

FIG. § is a schematic view of three elliptical illuminated
areas or spots to illustrate the scanning and data acquisition
processes of this invention.

FIG. 6 is a schematic diagram of a semiconductor wafer
and a serpentine scan path to illustrate the intensity value
data acquisition process.
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FIG. 7 is a schematic view of a patterned wafer surface to
illustrate the invention.

FIG. 8 is a schematic diagram of sweep and (mechanical)
scan axes to further illustrate the data acquisition process.

FIG. 9 is a schematic view of a portion of a patterned
wafer surface illustrating the intersection of a strip unit with
a die grid to illustrate the data processing portion of the
system of this invention.

FIG. 10 is a functional block diagram of the data pro-
cessing subsystem of the present system of the invention.

FIG. 11 is a functional block diagram of the data pro-
cessing board portion of the subsystem of FIG. 10 to
illustrate the preferred embodiment of the invention.

FIG. 12 is a schematic view illustrating a portion of a
patterned wafer surface illustrating a number of strip units
and the anomaly detection and verification processes.

FIG. 13 is a block diagram of each of the two detection
stages of FIG. 11 to illustrate the preferred embodiment of
the invention.

FIG. 14 is a block diagram of each of the two verification
stages of FIG. 11 to illustrate the preferred embodiment of
the invention.

FIG. 15 is a diagram of a surface positioning system of the
present invention for particle detection on a surface.

FIG. 16 is a side view of a beam reflecting from a surface
at various height positions in accord with the present inven-
tion.

FIG. 17 is a block diagram of the processing circuitry
shown in FIG. 15.

FIG. 18 is a graphical representation of an electrical signal
amplitude versus the height position of the surface shown in
FIG. 15 of the present invention.

FIG. 19 is a graphic representation of wafer height along
a strip of the wafer surface.

For simplicity, identical components in the different fig-
ures of this invention are labeled by the same numerals.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE
PREFERRED EMBODIMENTS

FIG. 1A is a schematic view of an elliptical-shaped
illuminated area (or spot) of a surface inspected by the
system of this invention to illustrate the invention. As
explained below, the laser beam illuminating the surface
inspected approaches the surface at a grazing angle, so that
even though the illumination beam has a generally circular
cross-section, the area illuminated is elliptical in shape such
as area 10 in FIG. 1A. As known to those skilled in the art,
in light beams such as laser beams, the intensity of the light
typically does not have a flat distribution and does not fall
off abruptly to zero across the boundary of the spot
illuminated, such as at boundary 10a of spot 10 of FIG. 1A.
Instead, the intensity falls off at the outer edge of the
illuminated spot at a certain inclined slope, so that instead of
sharp boundaries such as boundary 10¢ illustrated in FIG.
1A, the boundary is typically blurred and forms a band of
decreasing intensity at increasing distance away from the
center of the illuminated area.

In many lasers, the laser beam produced has a Gaussian
intensity distribution, such as that shown in FIG. 1B. FIG.
1B is a graphical illustration of the spatial distribution of the
illumination intensity in the Y direction of a laser beam that
is used in the preferred embodiment to illuminate spot 10 of
a surface to be inspected as shown in FIG. 1A, and thus is
also the illumination intensity distribution across spot 10 in
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the Y direction. As shown in FIG. 1B, the illumination
intensity has been normalized so that the peak intensity is 1,
and the illumination intensity has a Gaussian distribution in
the X direction as well as in the Y direction. Points 12 and
14 are at spatial locations y1 and y5 at which points the
illumination intensity drops to 1/e* of the peak intensity,
where e is the natural number. As used herein to describe the
preferred embodiment, the minimum width of spot 10 is the
distance between these two points (distance between y1 and
y5); this distance is the length of the short axis of the
elliptical illuminated area 10 and is denoted as the width w
in FIG. 1A. The spot 10 is defined by the area within a
boundary 10a where the illumination is 1/e* of that of the
maximum intensity of illumination at the center of the spot.

As abroader definition, “minimum width” of the elliptical
spot 10a may be defined as the minimum distance between
two parallel lines that enclose between them the boundary of
the area or spot. In reference to spot 10 in FIG. 1A, for
example, if one were to draw two parallel lines enclosing the
boundary 10a, such as lines ql, g2, the distance between
lines q1, g2 is d, which is minimized when both q1, g2 touch
the boundary 10g. The distance d is minimum for all
directions of q1, g2 when the lines ql, g2 coincide with grid
lines x1, x5, so that the minimum width of the spot 10 is w.
Even where 10z is not an ellipse, but is of another shape
such as rectangular, square, or irregular in shape, the same
broader definition is applicable.

It should be noted that FIG. 1B shows only the main lobe
of the spot illuminated by the laser or light beam. It is known
that the main lobe is also accompanied by sidelobes, so that
areas of the surface outside of area or spot 10 would also be
illuminated; scattering by structures of the surface of the
light in the sidelobes and collected by the detectors causes
noise.

For a spot that is relatively small compared to the size of
the surface to be inspected, it will be difficult to maintain
uniformity of the spot across a sweep which spans the entire
length or width of the wafer. In reference to FIGS. 1A, 1B,
the variation in the minimum width (as defined above) w of
the main lobe of the focal plane intensity distribution and the
level of the sidelobes are measures of the uniformity of the
spot 10 as the beam scans across the surface. Where the
minimum width and the sidelobes level vary little over the
sweep, the spot is said to be uniform. In other words, when
the spot size is relatively small compared to the size of the
surface to be inspected, it will be difficult to maintain
uniform width of the main lobe and uniform level of the
sidelobes of the focal plane intensity distribution throughout
the extent of a long sweep across the entire width of the
wafer. A variation in either one of these two parameters
(width of main lobe, sidelobe level) leads to a variation in
detection sensitivity along the sweep which is undesirable.

These problems are solved in the surface inspection
system of this application where the size of the area illumi-
nated by the scanning light beam can be reduced while
maintaining uniform detection sensitivity by causing the
scanning light beam to scan short sweeps having a spatial
span less than the dimension of the surface it is scanning, as
illustrated in the preferred embodiment in FIGS. 2 and 4,
where these short sweeps are not connected together but are
located so that they form arrays of sweeps as illustrated in
more detail below.

The surface inspection system of this application will now
be described in reference to FIGS. 2 and 3. As shown in FIG.
2, system 20 includes a laser 22 providing a laser beam 24.
Beam 24 is expanded by beam expander 26 and the
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expanded beam 28 is deflected by acousto-optic deflector
(AOD) 30 into a defected beam 32. The deflected beam 32
is passed through post-AOD and polarization selection
optics 34 and the resulting beam is focused by telecentric
scan lens 36 onto a spot 10 on surface 40 to be inspected,
such as that of a semiconductor wafer, photomask or ceramic
tile, patterned or unpatterned.

In order to move the illuminated area that is focused onto
surface 40 for scanning the entire surface, the AOD 30
causes the deflected beam 32 to change in direction, thereby
causing the illuminated spot 10 on surface 40 to be scanned
along a sweep 50. As shown in FIG. 2, sweep 50 is
preferably a straight line having a length which is smaller
than the dimension of surface 40 along the same direction as
the sweep. Even where sweep 50 is curved, its span is less
than the dimension of surface 40 along the same general
direction. While the illuminated spot is scanning surface 40
along sweep 50, surface 40 of the wafer is moved by XY
stage 124 along the X axis so that the illuminated area of the
surface moves along arrow 52 and AOD 30 causes the
illuminated spot to scan a sweep parallel to sweep 50 and in
an adjacent position spaced apart from sweep 50 along the
nagative X axis. As the illuminated spot covers said sweep,
surface 40 is moved by a small distance so that the area of
the surface to be illuminated is moved along direction 52 in
order to scan an adjacent sweep at a different X position. As
described below, this small distance is preferably equal to
about one quarter of the dimension of spot 10 in the X
direction. This process is repeated until the illuminated spot
has covered strip 54; at this point in time the illuminated area
is at or close to the edge 54a. At such point, the surface 40
is moved by XY stage 124 along the Y direction by about the
length of sweep 50 in order to scan and cover an adjacent
strip 56, beginning at a position at or close to edge 56a. The
surface in strip 56 is then covered by short sweeps such as
50 in a similar manner until the other end or edge 56b of strip
56 is reached at which point surface 50 is again moved along
the Y direction for scanning strip 58. This process is repeated
prior to the scanning of strip 54, 56, 58 and continues after
the scanning of such strips until the entire surface 40 is
scanned. Surface 40 is therefore scanned by scanning a
plurality of arrays of sweeps the totality of which substan-
tially covers the entire surface 40.

FIG. 4 is an exploded view of a portion of the two strips
54, 56 and smaller portions of two other neighboring strips
to illustrate in more detail the above-described scanning
process. In the preferred embodiment as shown in FIG. 4,
the optical beam 38 scans in only one direction as illustrated
by the arrows of sweeps 50, 50, 50", 50'". Sweep 50 has an
effective start location at 72 and spot 10 moves to the right
therefrom until it reaches the border 55 between strips 54
and 56. As the spot traverses the sweep, a stage (see FIG. 3)
moves the surface 40 in the direction substantially perpen-
dicular to the sweep direction Y and the spot assumes the
new start position 74 and moves along a sweep 50" parallel
to sweep 50. The movement of the spot 10 along sweeps 50,
50', 50", 50" and so on is achieved by means of AOD 30 as
explained below.

The deflection of beam 32 by AOD 30 is controlled by
chirp generator 80 which generates a chirp signal. The chirp
signal is amplified by amplifier 82 and applied to the
transducer portion of AOD 30 for generating sound waves to
cause deflection of beam 32 in a manner known to those
skilled in the art. For a detailed description of the operation
of the AOD, see “Acoustooptic Scanners and Modulators,”
by Milton Gottlieb in Opfical Scanning, ed. by Gerald F.
Marshall, Dekker 1991, pp. 615-685. Briefly, the sound
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waves generated by the transducer portion of AOD 30
modulate the optical refractive index of an acoustooptic
crystal in a periodic fashion thereby leading to deflection of
beam 32. Chirp generator 80 generates appropriate signals
so that after being focused by lens 36, the deflection of beam
32 causes the focused beam to scan along a sweep such as
sweep 50 in the manner described.

Chirp generator 80 is controlled by timing electronic
circuit 84 which in the preferred embodiment includes a
microprocessor. The microprocessor supplies the beginning
and end frequencies f1, f2 to the chirp generator 80 for
generating appropriate chirp signals to cause the deflection
of beam 32 within a predetermined range of deflection
angles determined by the frequencies fl, f2. The auto-
position sensor (APS) optics 90 and APS electronics 92 are
used to detect the level or height of surface 40 and form a
part of the Related Application. Detectors such as detectors
1104, 110b, 111a, 1115 of FIGS. 2, 3 collect light scattered
by anomalies as well as the surface and other structures
thereon along sweep 50 and provide output signals to a
processor 130 (which may be a set of processors, one for
each detector) in order to detect anomalies and analyze their
characteristics.

FIG. 3 is a perspective view of system 20 of FIG. 2
showing in more detail the arrangement of the collection/
detection channels to illustrate the preferred embodiment.
Surface 40 may be smooth (118) or patterned (119). The
angle between the incident focused beam 38 and the normal
direction 150 to the surface 40 is preferably in the range of
about 10°-85° and more preferably within the range of
50°-800°; in FIG. 3, this angle is labelled 8. The four
channels of collection are preferably at elevation angles a
that will collect scattered light from 3°-30° from the plane
of surface 40.

FIG. 5 is a schematic view of three positions of the
illuminated area on a surface to be inspected to illustrate the
scanning and data gathering process of system 20. As shown
in FIG. 5, at one instant in time, beam 38 illuminates an area
10 on surface 40. Area or spot 10 is divided into sixteen
pixels by grid lines x1-x5, y1-yS. In this context, the term
“pixel” is meaningful only in reference to the taking of data
samples across the intensity distribution such as that in FIG.
1B and subsequent data processing and is borrowed from
data sampling and processing in other technologies such as
video technology. The pixel that is bounded by grid lines x2,
x3 and y2, y3 is pixel P shown as a shaded area in FIG. 5.
If there is an anomaly in this pixel P, and if the light
illuminating pixel P has the intensity distribution as shown
in FIG. 1B with a high intensity level between grid lines y2
and y3, light scattered by the anomaly will also have a high
intensity. However, as the beam moves along the Y axis so
that the area 10' is illuminated instead, pixel P will still be
illuminated but at the lower intensity level of that between
grid lines y1 and y2; in reference to FIG. 1B, the intensity
of the illumination is that between grid lines y1 and y2 in
FIG. 1B. Therefore, if the sampling rate employed by the
data processor 130 in FIG. 3 for processing light detected by
the collection or collector channels 1104, 1105, 1114, 1115
is such that a sample is taken when the illuminating beam is
in position 10 and when the illuminating beam is in position
10, then two data points will be recorded. Thus for any pixel
such as P, a number of data points will be taken, one when
the illumination is at a higher level as illustrated by data
point D2 in FIG. 1B and another one when the illumination
is at a lower level, illustrated at data point D1 in FIG. 1B.
If position 10 is not the starting position of the sweep 50
illustrated in FIGS. 3 and 4, then two prior samples would
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have been taken prior to the time when the illuminating
beam illuminates the surface 40 in position 10, so that the
processor would have obtained two more data points D3, D4
corresponding to the prior positions of the illuminating beam
when light of intensity values between grid lines y3, y4 and
between y4, y5 respectively illuminates such pixel P (grid
lines y1 through y5 would, of course, move with the location
of the spot). In other words, four separate data points D1-D4
would have been taken of the light scattered by an anomaly
present in pixel P as the illumination beam illuminates pixel
P when scanning along the Y direction.

In most laser beams, the beam intensity has a Gaussian
intensity distribution not only in the Y direction but also in
the X direction. For this reason, after the illuminating beam
completes the scanning operation for scanning a sweep such
as sweep 50 as shown in FIG. 4, and when the illuminating
beam returns to position 74 for scanning the adjacent sweep
50, it is desirable for the illuminated area along sweep 50'
to overlap that of sweep 50 so that multiple samples or data
points can again be taken also along the X direction as well
as along the Y direction. Spot 10 is not drawn to scale in
FIG. 4 to show overlap between adjacent sweeps. Therefore,
when the illumination beam is scanning along sweep 50'
from starting position 74 as shown in FIG. 4, the area
illuminated would overlap spot 10; this overlapping spot is
10" as shown in FIG. 5, where the spot 10" is displaced
along the negative X direction relative to spot 10 by one
quarter of the long axis of the ellipse 10 and 10".

Point Spread Function

The Gaussian intensity distribution illustrated in FIG. 1B
is known as the point spread function of the combined
illumination and light collection system 20 of FIG. 2. As
discussed above in reference to FIGS. 1B, 5 above, the point
spread function is a function of both x and y pixel positions.
In FIG. 2, the illumination system illuminates a small area
of the surface 40 and the intensity distribution of such
illumination essentially determines the point spread function
of system 20.

Alternatively, in imaging type systems, such as those
described in U.S. Pat. Nos. 4,532,650; 4,579,455; 4,805,
123; and 4,926,489 referenced above, the illumination sys-
tem illuminates a large area of the surface, the light from the
surface to be inspected is focused by a light collection
system in a manner similar to that of a camera. In such
imaging systems, the design of the light collection system
determines the point spread function of the combined illu-
mination and light collection system. The point spread
functions of most such imaging systems also have Gaussian
distributions of the form shown in FIG. 1B, and the above
description concerning scanning and data acquisition can be
generally applied to these imaging systems. Therefore, in
both types of systems, when the intensity of the detected
light is sampled, and when such sampled data is used for the
detection and verification of anomalies, the characteristics of
such point spread functions are taken into account as
described in detail below. In other words, the data processing
scheme described below, including the detection and veri-
fication processes, is applicable to both types of systems.
Terminology and Setting for Data Processing

Anomalies are identified by comparing intensity levels or
values from corresponding pixel locations of images of
adjacent instances of a repeating pattern—referred to as a
strip unit (described below in detail}—on the wafer surface,
where the repeating pattern may be a real one such as that
of memory or logic devices on a semiconductor wafer. In the
case of a non-patterned wafer, it is sometimes useful to
define an imaginary repeating pattern; both types of patterns
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are referred to herein as repeating patterns, and strip units
can be defined with respect to such repeating patterns.
Scattered light images from corresponding locations of
adjacent strip units are buffered and compared, where the
image in which anomalies are being sought is referred to as
the target image and the other image (against which it is
compared) is referred to as the reference image.

The data processing portion of the system of this inven-
tion employs pixels of the order of several microns in size,
which is considerably larger than the submicron pixel size of
the imaging type systems described above. Furthermore, in
the preferred embodiment, by monitoring variations in the
height of the surface to be inspected and correcting for such
variations using an automatic positioning system and other
measures as explained below, it is possible to achieve local
data registration of better than +1 pixel in accuracy. These
factors are exploited in the data processing design to enable
less expensive and more efficient detection and verification
of anomalies.

FIG. 6 is a schematic diagram of a semiconductor wafer
to illustrate the invention. The axes X,, and Y, axes define
the wafer coordinate system and the X, and Y, axes define
the stage coordinate system. In general, the width of any
region on the wafer is measured along the X direction and
the height of any region on the wafer is measured along the
Y direction. During the above-described wafer scanning
process, the X-stage axis is defined as the scan axis
(mechanical scan direction) and the Y-stage axis is defined
as the step axis. As described above, the illumination system
scans linearly and uni-directionally along the sweep axis,
which is parallel to the Y axis. Also as described above, the
illumination system scans strips such as 54 and 56 in a
serpentine pattern of strips as also illustrated in FIG. 6. In
general, a strip scan denotes the scan of a single strip, and
a scan refers generically to the acquisition of data from a
wafer region, regardless of its size.

This invention employs strip-unit-to-strip-unit compari-
son (defined below) which assumes that the pattern on the
wafer repeats in a periodic fashion as shown in FIG. 7. The
fundamental repeating pattern unit on the wafer is a die and
the two-dimensional spatial layout of die is called a die grid.
In some instances, the fundamental repeating pattern may
actually be a stepper field comprised of several die.

The data processing portion of the system is defined
relative to the current strip scan (as shown in FIG. 8). The
data processing coordinate system is defined by the scan and
sweep axes defined above and has units of sweeps of the
scan axis and units of pixels along the sweep axis. The
sweep number monotonically increases across the strip scan,
regardless of the direction of the X-stage motion during the
scan. The fundamental repeating pattern unit along a strip
scan is denoted a strip unit. The height of a strip unit (which
is equal to the height of the strip scan) is defined as the
height (length) of a sweep and the width of a strip unit is
defined as the width of a die. A strip unit may be comprised
of several die and/or die segments as shown in FIG. 9, where
a die segment is a portion of a die contained within a strip
unit. Therefore, the height of a strip unit may contain exactly
one die, a segment of a die, segments of two die, several
whole die, or several whole die bounded by segments of one
or two die. In the case of a non-patterned wafer, it is
sometimes useful to define a virtual die and a corresponding
virtual die grid, so that the definition of the strip unit above
applies to non-patterned wafers as well.

It is preferable for the illumination beam to be aligned
with the real or virtual patterns on the surface inspected (e.g.
with the “streets” between die patterns), so that the intensity
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values obtained by the light collection subsystem from
adjacent patterns can be used for indicating anomalies. Such
alignment is known to those skilled in the art and is
discussed, for example, in Stonestrom et. al, referenced
above.

Data Processing Subsystem

FIG. 10 is a functional block diagram of the data pro-
cessing subsystem 130 to illustrate the invention. During the
scan of a surface, sweep generation by chirp generator 80
and data acquisition in the manner described above in
reference to FIGS. 1A-5 are synchronized with data pro-
cessing by timing signals that are generated by timing
electronics 84. The timing signals from board 84 are, in turn,
synchronized to the X-stage encoder 135. Therefore, as the
illuminating beam sweeps the wafer surface, the collected
light signal is digitized by the analog board 134 and passed
to the data processing board 136 for processing. In order to
process the collected light signal from four collection chan-
nels independently, each channel has its own analog board
and data processing board, where all channels derive their
timing information from a common timing electronics board
84. The timing electronics board 84 controls, among other
functions, the intersweep distance, strip-unit width, and the
number of strip units that will be acquired.

Data Processing Board 136

FIG. 11 is a block diagram showing in more detail the data
processing board 136 of FIG. 10. Analog board 134 converts
the intensity data from one of the collectors 110a, 110b,
111a, 1115 to digitized data. The incoming digitized data
from the analog board is first stored in a data buffer 142 of
a memory management unit 140 after a certain delay by
delay element 144. The delay is to allow time for the board
136 to process the data stored in the buffer 142 before it is
over-written by new incoming data. Memory management
unit 140 supplies the buffered and incoming data to four
parallel paths: two detection stages 152, 154 and two veri-
fication stages 162, 164. The reason for having simultaneous
processing by two different detection stages and two differ-
ent verification stages is explained below. FIG. 12 is a
schematic diagram illustrating the strip inspection mode in
which data from strip units are compared for detection and
verification of anomalies.

In the preferred embodiment, the detection and verifica-
tion stages are stream-based processing stages that process
data at a rate substantially equal to the average sampling rate
of the system. The sampling rate is in turn synchronized with
the scan rate of the surface as noted above. Also preferably,
the detection and verification stages process the incoming
data simultaneously; it being understood that it is possible
for the detection and verification stages to be applied
sequentially instead, all such variations being within the
scope of the invention.

In reference to FIGS. 11, 12, the intensity data acquired
for strip unit N-1 is compared to the intensity data acquired
during a number of previous sweeps for the strip unit N-2
and is also compared to the intensity data that will be
acquired and forthcoming from memory management unit
140 for the strip unit N. In such comparison, the intensity
data for the strip units N-2 and N are taken as the reference
images for comparison with the target image in strip unit
N-1. Where strip unit N is the target image, then units N-1
and N+1 are the respective reference images for comparison.
Therefore, for each pair of strip units N-1, N, two compari-
sons are performed: one where N-1 is the target image and
N is the reference image, and the other where N is the target
image and N-1 is the reference image. For this reason, it
would be advantageous and more efficient to perform both
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comparisons simultaneously. After further processing by
anomaly detection logic 172, 174 and the event processing
stage 180, the results of the comparisons are supplied to the
system Central Processing Unit (CPU) 131 of FIG. 10 to be
combined with other comparisons for anomaly detection and
verification. For example, the further processed result of the
comparison where N is the target image and N-1 is the
reference image is supplied to the system CPU. At a later
point in time, the intensity data for the strip unit N+1 is
acquired and received by board 136 and is then used as a
reference image to be compared to the target image in strip
unit N. The further processed result of such comparison is
also supplied to the system CPU to be combined with the
result of comparison where N is the target image and N-1
is the reference image for anomaly detection and verifica-
tion.

The outputs of the detection and verification stages 152,
162 are supplied to anomaly detection logic 172 for deter-
mining the presence of anomalies in strip unit N. In the same
vein, detection and verification stages 154, 164 supply their
outputs to anomaly detection logic 174 for determining the
presence of anomalies in strip unit (N-1). The outputs of the
detection logic 172, 174 are then processed by an event
processing stage 180 which detects and characterizes events,
where an event is defined as a connected region of (verified)
anomalous pixels. The event processing stage 180 buffers
events data and signals the availability of event data to the
system CPU 101 through a download FIFO 182.

Strip Inspection Mode

Strip Inspection (the inspection of a strip) is the principal
mode of operation of the data processing board. The detec-
tion stage preferably detects anomalous pixels using strip-
unit-to-strip-unit comparison. In the preferred embodiment,
a pixel is considered anomalous if the difference between its
intensity value and that of the corresponding pixel in the
neighboring strip unit exceeds the expected variation due to
system errors. A verification stage verifies the anomalous
pixels in order to remove false-positives. In the preferred
embodiment, the verification stage processes the incoming
data in parallel with the detection stage.

In reference to FIG. 11, the purpose of the event process-
ing stage is to assemble and characterize events, where an
event is defined as a connected region of verified anomalous
pixels. An event is characterized by its location, extent,
integrated intensity difference, and integrated reference
intensity. The event processing stage buffers event data and
signals the availability of event data to the system central
processing unit.

A Post-Processing Stage (not shown) is preferably used as
follows. The purpose of the Post-Processing Stage is to
upload the event data from the Data Processing Board and
merge event data on a wafer-scale basis. The responsibilities
of the Post-Processing Stage generally include the follow-
ing: (1) merging events (events that either: (a) were trun-
cated in width along the strip or (b) intersected with the
upper or lower boundary of the strip); (2) converting event
locations to wafer coordinates; (3) applying calibration
corrections to event coordinates; (4) merging event data
from multiple channels; (5) classifying events by size (using
event intensity information); and, (6) generating an event
file.

It should be noted that although the Strip Inspection mode
of operation may be executed repeatedly, in the preferred
embodiment, the Data Processing Board 136 has no knowl-
edge of prior executions. For example, performing a full-
wafer inspection requires numerous executions of the Strip
Inspection mode of operation—one for each strip. Given this
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“strip-oriented” nature of the Data Processing Board, it is the
responsibility of the controlling software on the System
CPU to request each of these strip scans and then merge the
results.

Detection and Verification Stages

In reference to FIG. 11, since the two pairs of stages 152,
162 and 154, 164 process two sets of strip unit images
simultaneously (strip unit N as the target image as compared
against strip unit N-1 as the reference image and vice versa),
the processing is identical in the two pairs of stages.
Therefore, the detection and verification processes that take
place in both pairs of stages will be described by reference
to a single set of target and reference images.

In the preferred embodiment of the detection and verifi-
cation processes, it is assumed that the pixels of the target
strip-unit image are registered to an accuracy of within £1
pixel in any direction with the corresponding pixels of the
reference strip-unit image to which they are compared. This
is achieved by means of precise system design and scan
synchronization as described above and by a positioning
system described below, which is the subject of parent
application “Optical Wafer Positioning System,” by
Mehrdad Nikoonahad, Philip R. Rigg, Keith B. Wells, and
David S. Calhoun, Ser. No. 08/361,131 filed Dec. 21, 1994.
The net result is that the misregistration is within the range
of £1 pixels in any direction.

In the preferred embodiment, four samples are taken of
the illuminating spot where the illumination intensity
exceeds 1/e? of the peak intensity, or equivalently, at the rate
of four samples per 1/e* width of the point spread function.
It is of course possible to acquire more samples of the
illuminating spot, although as will be obvious from the
description above in reference to FIG. 5, more samples taken
means that more time will be required to acquire the data
samples at the expense of reduced throughput. The detection
and verification processes described herein can evidently be
altered where more or fewer than four samples are taken of
the illuminating spot. In the preferred embodiment, it is also
assumed that anomalies are bright relative to the “underly-
ing” pattern; however, if certain surface or near surface
defects appear as dark areas relative to the “underlying”
pattern, it will be evident to those skilled in the art that all
one needs to do is to invert the intensity values that are
employed in the detection and verification processes
described below for detecting such dark defects. While the
interaction of the illuminating light with anomalies and
patterns can be complicated, as a practical matter, the pattern
and anomaly signals “superpose” or simply add in many
instances and this fact can be taken advantage of in the
detection and verification scheme described below.

The operation of the detection stage will now be described
in reference to FIG. 13 which is a block diagram of the
detection stage of FIG. 11. In reference to FIGS. 11 and 13,
the intensity value data for strip unit N-1 stored in data
buffer 142 in FIG. 11 is supplied as an input to the detection
and verification stages 152, 154, 162, 164 and the intensity
data of the incoming data stream to board 136 for strip-unit
N is the other input to these stages. Such incoming data is
sent from analog board 134, which receives the data from
one of the four detectors 1104, 110b, 1114, 1115 of FIG. 3.

Each of the N-1 and N strip units includes a number of
intensity values, each for a particular pixel location within
the strip unit. Typically, a strip unit would include pixel data
from scanning a number of adjacent sweeps such as 50, 50',
etc., in FIG. 4. The intensity of the pixel at pixel location (X,
y) of the target image (strip unit N) is I (X, y) and the
intensity value for the same pixel location in the reference
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image (strip unit N-1) is I (x, y). Pixel location (x, y) has
eight neighbors: (x-1, y-1), (%, y-1), (x+1, y-1), (x-1, y),
x+1,y), (x-1, y+1), (%, y+1), and (x+1, y+1); together with
(%, ), they form a 3x3 matrix of pixel locations centered at
pixel location (x, y). The intensity values at these pixel
locations form a three by three matrix of intensity values:
[IT(X_L y_l)’ IT(X’ y_l)’ IT(X"'L y_l)’ IT(X_L Y)’ IT(X> Y)>
L(x+1, y), I{x-1, y+1), I(x, y+1), I(x+1, y+1)]. Similarly
the intensity values at the corresponding pixel locations in
the reference image, strip unit N-1, also form a three by
three matrix of intensity values: [Ix(x-1, y-1), Ix(x, y-1),
IR(X+1> y_1)> IR(X_1> Y)> IR(X> Y)> IR(X+1> Y)’ IR(X_1> y+1)>
Ix(x, y+1), Ip(x+1, y+1)].

In the preferred embodiment, each of these two sets of
nine values is averaged by a 3x3 averaging digital filter
(202, 204) to arrive at an averaged intensity value (I(x, y),
Ix(X, ¥)). These two values are then compared in a number
of ways to ascertain whether an anomaly is present at such
pixel location (X, y) in the target image.

In one comparison, an error threshold is preferably first
derived from the difference between the averaged intensity
value Ix(x, y) at the output of filter 202 and the maximum of
the nine averaged intensity values at the 3x3 or nine pixel
locations centered at the pixel location (X, y). Thus circuit
206 determines the maximum value of the nine averaged
intensity values at the nine pixels centered at (x, y) and
provides an output to a subtractor 208. Subtractor subtracts
the averaged intensity value I (x, y) from such maximum
value from circuit 206 and provides this difference value to
a multiplier 210. If the reference image and the target image
are misregistered by =1 pixel in any direction, then this
maximum value is an error potentially introduced by the
system. Multiplier 210 multiplies such difference intensity
value by a factor ALPHA and provides its output as an error
threshold for comparison purposes.

The two averaged intensity values I,(x, y) at the output of
filter 204 and the average value I4(X, y) at the output of filter
202 are subtracted by subtractor 212 and the difference value
provided to three comparators 222, 224 and 226. Compara-
tor 222 compares such difference to the expected error
threshold (calculated as described above based on the maxi-
mum registration error) at the output of multiplier 210. If
such difference is smaller than the error threshold, then no
anomaly is detected at the pixel location (X, y) and com-
parator would provide an output of 0. However, if such
difference of intensity values at the pixel location between
the reference and target images exceeds such error threshold,
then an anomaly is indicated at the pixel location (X, y) and
comparator 222 would output a 1.

In the above description, it is indicated that by means of
a positioning system and other measures, misregistration
error is expected to be x1 pixel location. Even if the error
turns out to be less than or more than =1 pixel location, (e.g.
between 0 and =2 pixel locations), an error threshold can
still be calculated based on interpolation; in such event
ALPHA is set to a multiple of the maximum intensity
difference derived as described above, where the multiple is
a positive number, such as one ranging from O to 2. This
interpolation process exploits the smooth shape of the point
spread functions of most combined illumination and light
collection systems.

In the above comparison, the average intensity values of
a 3x3 matrix of pixel locations with (X, y) at the center of the
matrix is used for both the target and reference images. The
size of the matrices is chosen to cover substantially the point
spread function of the combined illumination and light
collection system, with pixel location (X, y) at or near the



5,864,394

17

peak of the function. Thus in reference to FIG. 1B, 5, for
example, it will be seen that a 3 pixel by 3 pixel matrix
around the target pixel location being processed, such as
pixel P, will cover substantially the point spread function of
the system. If pixel P is actually at the center of spot 10
instead of being slightly off to the side towards the left and
downwards, then the 3 by 3 matrix will actually cover the
top portion of the function as will be seen from FIG. 1B.

In some circumstances, the difference of intensity values
between the target and reference images (based on maxi-
mum misregistration error) can exceed the expected thresh-
old if the intensity values compared contain significant noise
not accounted for by the expected error threshold at the
output of multiplier 210. In such event, the above-described
process can yield a false-positive which can be reduced by
comparing the intensity difference value at the output of
subtractor 212 to an absolute minimum error threshold
ABSMIN by means of comparator 226, where ABSMIN is
a function of system noise (i.c. noise inherent in the
method). As in the case of comparator 222, if such intensity
difference value between the reference and target is less than
ABSMIN, no anomaly is indicated and comparator 226
would output a 0. Otherwise, a possible anomaly is indicated
and comparator 222 would output a 1.

Furthermore, some system error can be expected on
account of the sampling process itself which is essentially an
analog-to-digital conversion process. In reference to FIG.
1B, it will be seen that depending on the location of the point
spread function at which data samples are taken, a difference
between the intensity values of the target and reference
images at corresponding pixel locations can be caused by
such sampling process rather by the presence of any
anomaly. In view of the Gaussian shape of the point spread
functions of most combined illumination and light collection
systems, such system error can be accounted for by com-
puting an error threshold equal to a percentage (e.g. 12%) of
the averaged reference intensity value at the pixel location.
Thus multiplier 230 multiplies the output of filter 202 by a
percentage factor PRCNT and provides the product as an
error threshold to comparator 224 which compares the
intensity difference value at the output of subtractor 212 to
such threshold. If the difference value is less than the
threshold, no anomaly is indicated and comparator 224
would output a 0; otherwise, a possible anomaly is indicated
and comparator 224 outputs a 1 instead.

The outputs of all three comparators 222-226 are com-
bined by anomaly detection logic to determine whether an
anomaly is present at the pixel location (X, y). The same
process is then performed for all other pixel locations within
the target image, that is, the strip unit N. For pixel locations
at the perimeter of the strip unit, the above process is not
performed and their values can be simply set to 0. While in
the preferred embodiment, the outputs of all three compara-
tors 222, 224 and 226 are used for determining the presence
of anomalies, it will be understood that comparators 224 and
226 for reduction of the rate of false-positives are not
essential and can be omitted in some applications.

The relatively smooth Gaussian distribution of the point
spread functions of many combined illumination and col-
lection systems can be exploited to enhance anomaly detec-
tion. If an anomaly is present in the target image but not in
the reference image, one would expect that the intensity
values at at least some of the 3x3 matrix of pixel locations
in the target image will be greater than those at the corre-
sponding pixel locations in the reference image. This is
referred to herein as the Neighbor Restriction Criterion, the
term indicating that one would expect the intensity value of
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each of some if not all of the nine target pixel locations to
be greater than the intensity value at the corresponding pixel
location of the 3x3 matrix in the reference image. This is
performed by the Neighborhood Restriction Criterion circuit
232.

In the preferred embodiment, circuit 232 provides a 1
indicating the presence of an anomaly in the target image if
the intensity value of each of the nine pixel locations of the
target image is greater than the intensity value of the
corresponding location of the nine pixel locations in the
reference image, where the pixel location (X, y) is at the
center of both matrices. Otherwise, circuit 232 provides a 0
to the anomaly detection logic 240.

In some applications, it may be useful to relax the
Neighbor Restriction Criterion so that circuit 232 determines
whether, for each of at least some but not all nine of the pixel
locations, the intensity value at each pixel location of the
target image is greater than the intensity value of the
corresponding pixel location in the reference image. Such
and other variations are within the scope of the invention.

On some surfaces to be inspected, the high intensity of
light scattered from the surfaces themselves renders the use
of the error thresholds ABSMIN, PRCNT ineffective. In
such event, it is preferable to employ other thresholds
instead.

Comparator 234 compares the averaged intensity value
I(x, y) at the output of filter 204 to a saturation threshold
SATTHRESH, and if the intensity value exceeds such
threshold, an anomaly is indicated and comparator 234
would output a 1; otherwise, it would output a 0 indicating
the absence of anomalies. If the averaged intensity value
Ix(x, y) in the reference image is also smaller than a
threshold MAXREFATSAT (indicating the maximum refer-
ence intensity value at which the criterion is applied), while
the average value for the target image exceeds the saturation
threshold, then an anomaly is indicated. This is performed
by comparator 236 which compares the averaged intensity
value I4(x, y) to MAXREFATSAT, and outputs a 1 if the
intensity value is lower than the threshold and a 0 if the
intensity value exceeds the threshold to logic 240. Thus in
the case where the intensities in the reference and target
images are both high, this may cause the averaged intensity
values I(x, y) and I4(x, y) to both exceed their respective
thresholds, then no anomaly is indicated. This is desirable
since the apparent anomaly is caused by the high scattering
of the surface in both the reference and target images. In the
preferred embodiment, a saturated anomaly is indicated at
the pixel location (X, y) only when the outputs of compara-
tors 222, 234, 236 are all I’s, or when the outputs of
comparators 222, 224, 226 are all I’s and when the neigh-
borhood restriction criterion is met. Thus in the preferred
embodiment, an anomaly is indicated if the following con-
ditions are met:

(1) The pixel location is not at the perimeter or boundary
of strip unit;

(2) The outputs of comparators 222, 224, 226 are all ones
or the outputs of comparators 224, 234, 236 are all ones; and

(3) The output of the neighborhood restriction criteria
circuit 232 is 1.

The above-described process for detection is summarized
below in a mathematical description of the preferred
embodiment.

Mathematical Description of Detection Stage Algorithm
Algorithm Overview
(1) A 3x3 averaging operator is applied to each strip-unit
image as a means of reducing the sensitivity to sam-
pling errors.



5,864,394

19

(2) Error thresholds for each location of the target image
are generated directly from the reference image by
searching over the eight-connected neighborhood cen-
tered at the corresponding location in the reference
image in order to determine the maximum increase in
intensity that would be expected due to misregistration.
Linear interpolation of threshold values is used to
calculate threshold values for subpixel errors. Mini-
mum thresholds are enforced in order to deal with local
peaks, uniform regions, and low-scatter regions.

(3) A Neighborhood Restriction Criterion (NRC) is
enforced, which requires each intensity value in the
eight-connected (3x3) neighborhood of the target
image to be greater than its corresponding value in the
reference image. This exploits the expected contrast of
the anomaly as well as the extent of the point spread
function.

(4) Apixel is anomalous if: (a) its intensity value is larger
than its corresponding reference value by an amount
that exceeds the calculated thresholds; and, (b) the
Neighborhood Restriction Criterion is satisfied.

(5) Explicit provision is made for the detection of satu-
rated anomalies on top of flat, high-scatter back-
grounds. Hence, a pixel is anomalous if it meets either
the detection criteria described above or the Saturated-
Anomaly Criterion.

Detection Stage Algorithm

The intent of this section is to mathematically describe the
application of the detection algorithm to a single set of target
and reference images without regard to implementation
details.

Definitions

W—Image Width (pixels).

H—Image Height (pixels).

x—Horizontal coordinate; values are in the range [O,
Ww-1].

y— Vertical coordinate; values are in the range [0, H-1].

m—Horizontal coordinate; values are in the range [O,
Ww-1].

n— Vertical coordinate; values are in the range [0, H-1].

I(x, y)—Target Image.

Ix(x, y—Reference Image.

I(x, y)—3x3 averaged version of Target Image.

Ix(x, y)—3x%3 averaged version of Reference Image.

ALPHA—Multiplicative constant used for linearly inter-
polating error threshold due to misregistration.

ABSMIN—ADbsolute minimum error threshold value at
any location.

PRCNT—Percentage (expressed as a decimal number)
used to calculate a minimum error threshold at each
location based on the reference intensity value.

ATOL(x, y)—Array of interpolated error thresholds.

PTOL(x, y)—Aurray of percentage increase error thresh-
olds.

SATTHRESH—Saturated anomaly threshold—image
intensity value above which a pixel is defined as
saturated.

MAXREFATSAT—Maximum intensity that a saturated
pixel’s corresponding reference location can have in
order for the saturated pixel to be considered anoma-
lous.
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NRC(x, y)—Array of Neighborhood Restriction Criterion
(NRC) values.

AM(X, y)—Anomaly Map for Target Image.
Algorithm
Step #1. Apply 3x3 averaging

Generate 3x3 averaged versions of the target and refer-
ence images by running a 3x3 averaging operator across
them. Perimeter pixels (for which the 3x3 average is not
defined) are set to have a value of zero. In the following
equations, “AVE” is an averaging operator that calculates
the average of the specified values:

AVE[Ir(x -1,y -1, Ir(x, y - 1), Ir(x+ 1,y - 1),
Ir(x = 1, y), Ir(x, ), Iffx + 1, y), Iffx - 1,y + 1),
Ir(x, y+ D), Irfx + 1,y + 1],
if x is in the range [1, W-2]
and y is in the range [1, H-2]

Ir(x, y) = 5
else; and
AVE[I(x -1,y - D, Ip(x, y = 1), In(x + 1,y - 1),
Ir(x = 1,9), Ir(% ¥), IR(e + 1, 9), Ir(x = 1,y + 1),
Ir(x y + 1), In(x + 1,y + 1],
if x is in the range [1, W-2]
and y is in the range [1, H-2]
Ip(x, y) = 5
else.

Step #2. Generate array of interpolated error thresholds
based on maximum registration error

Generate error threshold array from the averaged refer-
ence image. Border pixels (for which the error thresholds are
not defined) are set to have a value of zero. In the following
equation, “MAX” is maximum operator that calculates the
maximum of the specified values:

ALPHA*(MAX[Ir(x -1,y - 1), Ir(x, y - 1),
IR+ 1,y = 1), Ir(x = 1,), Ir(x, ),
Ir(x +1,9), dr(x = 1,y + 1), Ir(x, y + 1),
Iple+ 1,y + D] - Ir(x y))
if x is in the range [2, w-3]
and y is in the range [2, H-3]

ATOL(x, y) = 5

else.

Step #3. Generate array of percentage-increase error thresh-
olds

Generate error threshold array from the averaged refer-
ence image. Border pixels (for which the error thresholds are
not defined) are set to have a value of zero.

PRCNT*Ix(x, y)
if x is in the range [1, W-2]
and y is in the range [1, H-2]

PTOL(x, y) = 0

else.

Step #4. Generate Neighborhood Restriction Criterion array

Generate Neighborhood Restriction Criterion array for
target image. Perimeter pixels (for which the 3x3 Neigh-
borhood Restriction Criterion is not defined) are set to have
a value of zero. Note that these calculations use the original
(not the averaged) image intensity values.
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1 (criterion satisfied)
if: () x is in the range [1, W-2];
(if) y is in the range [1, H-2];
and, (iif) I1(m, n) > Ir(m, n) for
all m in the range [x — 1,x + 1] and

all # in the range [y - 1,y + 1]

NRC =
(s.9) 0 (criterion not satisfied)

else

Step #5. Generate Anomaly Map
Generate Anomaly Map. Border pixels (for which detec-
tion is not possible) are set to have a value of zero.

1 (anomalous)
if: () x is in the range [2, W-3]; (i)

v is in the range [2, H-3]; (i)
(U ¥) - In(x, v)) > ATOLGs; v) and
(Ur(x, y) - Ir(x, ¥)) > ABSMIN) and
(Ur(x ¥) - Ir(x, ¥)) > PTOL(x, y))} OR
(U ¥) - In(x, v)) > ATOLGs; v) and
(I1(x, y) > SATTHRESH) and
(Ir(x, ¥) <« MAXREFATSAT)}; and,
(iVINRC(x, y) = 1.

AM =
) 0 (not anomalous)

else

In the preferred embodiment of the detection stage
described above, averaged intensity values for the pixel
location (x, y) are used in a filtering process. In some
applications, however, it may be desirable to use the inten-
sity value at the pixel location without averaging. For this
purpose, filters 202, 204 can be disabled by an appropriate
input at the terminal ENABLE AVE so that the filters
would simply pass through the intensity value of the pixel
location that is being processed instead of an average over
a 3x3 matrix of pixel locations. Similarly, the neighborhood
restriction criteria circuit 232 can also be enabled or disabled
by the appropriate input at terminal ENABLE NRC. The
remaining functions of FIG. 14 can all be enabled or
disabled by setting the appropriate values for the different
thresholds or multipliers, such as ABSMIN, PRCNT,
ALPHA, SATTHRESH, and MAXREFATSAT.

The 3x3 matrix employed in filters 202, 204 and neigh-
borhood restriction criteria block 232 as well as maximum
value circuit 206 are chosen to substantially cover the region
of the point spread function with intensities above 1/e* of the
maximum intensity of the illuminated spot. Where more or
fewer pixels or samples are taken per illuminated spot, the
size of such matrices is preferably altered accordingly to
again cover most of the point spread function above the 1/¢*
intensities.

Where the target image and reference image may be
misregistered by more than +2 pixel locations, the size of the
maximum value circuit 206 may need to be enlarged. Thus,
where the misregistration error is +n pixel locations, the size
of the maximum value circuit 206 is preferably chosen to be
2n+1 by 2n+1. If the misregistration error is so large that
there is inadequate overlap between the target and reference
images, the interpolation process for setting ALPHA
described above may not be applicable.

In the above description, the maximum value circuit 206
computes the difference between the maximum averaged (or
unaveraged) intensity value of the nine pixels in the three by
three matrix centered at location (X, y) in the reference
image and the averaged (or unaveraged) intensity at the
pixel location (x, y) in the reference image. It will be
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understood that it may also be possible to compute the value
based on the maximum difference between any pair of
intensity values in the 3x3 matrix. Such and other variations
are within the scope of the invention.

Verification Stage

Simultaneously with or after the detection of anomalies in
a strip unit N, the same reference image (strip unit N-1) and
the target image (strip unit N) are provided to the verification
stage 162, 164 of FIGS. 11 and 14 in order to verify that the
anomalies are not false-positives. The processing in the
verification stage is comprised of three comparisons.

In one comparison, it is determined whether the difference
between the averaged intensity values of the target and
reference images at anomalous pixel location (x, y) far
exceeds a High Contrast threshold in a criterion known as
the High Contrast Criterion. This is based on the notion that
if the difference between the averaged intensity values of the
target and reference images at such pixel location far
exceeds a particular threshold (such as by a positive number
multiple in the range of 2 to 16), there is no other explana-
tion other than the presence of an anomaly. Thus similar to
digital filter 202 of FIG. 13, digital filter 252 also provides
an averaged value of the intensity values at the 3x3 pixel
locations with the pixel location (X, y) at the center and
provides it to a multiplier 256. Multiplier 256 multiplies
such averaged reference intensity by a value HCCTHRESH
having a value preferably in the range of 2 to 16 and
provides the product to comparator 260. Digital filter 254
also performs an averaging function on the intensity values
at the 3x3 pixel locations for the target image with the pixel
location (X, y) at the center in a manner similar to that
performed by filter 204 in FIG. 14. Such averaged intensity
value for the target pixel location is then compared to the
output of multiplier 256 by comparator 260. If the averaged
intensity value for the target image is greater than the output
of multiplier 256, comparator 260 would output a 1;
otherwise, it would output a 0.

Even where the above-described High Contrast Criterion
is not satisfied, an anomaly can still be indicated if the
combined intensity at a number of pixel locations at and
surrounding the anomalous pixel location in the target image
is greater than the combined intensity values at correspond-
ing pixel locations in the reference image by an amount that
exceeds both a percentage of the combined values for the
reference image and an absolute minimum threshold. This is
performed by two 5x5 convolution filters or convolvers 272,
274. The two convolvers preferably use 5x5 kernel matrices
of the following form:

-1/16 -1/16 -1/16 -1/16 -1/16

-1/16  1/9 1/9 19 -1/16
-1/16  1/9 1/9 19 -1/16
-1/16  1/9 1/9 19 -1/16

-1/16 -1/16 -1/16 -1/16 -1/16

In reference to FIG. 1B, four data samples are taken at
four pixel locations across the point spread function. The
point spread function is of course a function of both vari-
ables x and y, where FIG. 1B only shows a cross-section of
the function showing its dependence on the y coordinate.
Therefore, if one were to provide a 3x3 matrix of intensity
values to cover the point spread function, one would choose
a 3x3 matrix of pixel locations with pixel location (X, y)
being processed at or near the center of the matrix. This is
in fact the underlying concept of choosing the 3x3 matrices
for the digital filters 202, 204, 252, 254, maximum circuit
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206 and Neighborhood Restriction Criterion circuit 232. If
one were to include the sixteen pixel locations immediately
contiguous to the nine pixel locations already chosen (the
nine forming the core pixel locations), then such perimeter
pixel locations would overlap the point spread function at or
near areas where the values of the point spread function is
1/e* of the maximum intensity of the function.

Frequently semiconductor process variations can cause
the reflectivity of regions of the surface to change. By using
the convolvers 272, 274 as described above, false-positives
caused by such process variations can be much reduced.
Since the semiconductor process variations typically cause a
whole region of the surface to change its reflectivity where
such regions are large in comparison with the spot size being
sampled, such variations typically do not cause reflectivity
changes that are local in nature. This fact can be exploited
using the convolvers 272, 274. As shown in the values of the
5x5 matrix above, the matrix elements (core matrix
elements) corresponding to the core pixel locations of the
value 1/9, whereas the matrix values (perimeter matrix
elements) corresponding to the perimeter pixel locations are
-1/16. In the convolving process, each matrix element is
multiplied by the intensity value of each corresponding pixel
location and all twenty-five products are then summed to
provide a convolved value. By convolving such matrix with
a 5x5 matrix of intensity values at the 5x5 matrix of pixel
locations described above, the change in reflectivity caused
by semiconductor process variations would cancel out since
such effect would be present at the core pixel locations as
well as at the perimeter pixel locations. Since the matrix
elements assigned to the core pixel locations are positive and
those assigned to the perimeter pixel locations are negative,
the above-described convolving process would cause such
common error to be cancelled. Obviously, similar results can
be achieved where the core matrix elements are negative and
the perimeter matrix elements are positive (e.g. for verifying
dark instead of bright defects).

Preferably, all of the core matrix elements have equal
values and all of the perimeter matrix elements also have
equal values. The sum of all matrix elements is preferably
Zero.

Under some circumstances, it may be convenient to
estimate the nine values of the matrix above corresponding
to the nine core pixel locations to be different from those
shown above. In one embodiment, elements at the nine core
pixel locations are assigned the value 1/16 instead of 1/9 and
elements at the sixteen perimeter pixel locations are
assigned the value —1/32 instead of -1/16.

The convolved values at the outputs of convolvers 272,
274 are subtracted by subtractor 276 to provide a difference
of convolved values which is applied to comparator 280.
The convolved value for the reference image provided by
convolver 272 is multiplied by multiplier 278 by a factor
CCPRCNT and the product is provided as a threshold to
comparator 280. If the difference convolved value at the
output of subtractor 276 is greater than the threshold pro-
vided by multiplier 278, a verified anomaly may be present
and comparator 280 provides a 1 to logic 240; otherwise, it
would provide a 0 instead. The difference convolved value
at the output of subtractor 276 is also provided to comparator
282 which compares it to an absolute minimum value
CCABSMIN. Thus even if the high contrast criteria is not
satisfied, if both comparators 280 and 282 provide 1°s to
logic 240, then a verified anomaly is indicated. If either one
or both of comparators 280, 282 provide a 0 to logic 240,
then a verified anomaly is not present.

As in the detection stage, the size of the digital filters 252,
254 may need to be changed if more samples are taken per

10

15

20

25

30

35

50

55

60

65

24

illuminated spot. Similarly, the size of convolvers 272, 274
may also need to be changed in such circumstances so that
a single row of perimeter matrix elements of the new matrix
would correspond to perimeter pixel locations substantially
overlapping the 1/e* points of the point spread function and
the remaining core matrix elements would overlap the core
pixel locations of the point spread function. The above-
described process for verification is summarized below in a
mathematical description of the preferred embodiment.
Mathematical Description of Verification Algorithm
Algorithm Overview
(1) The High Contrast Criterion is applied at each location
of the target image. For this criterion, the ratio of the
3%x3 averaged target intensity to the 3x3 averaged
reference intensity at each location is calculated and
compared to the high contrast threshold. If the high
contrast threshold is exceeded, the location is consid-
ered verified as TRUE (i.e., it is part of a true event as
opposed to a false-positive). The High Contrast Crite-
rion facilitates verification of high contrast anomalies.

(2) The Convolution Criterion is applied. For this
criterion, the target and reference images are each
convolved with a 5x5 convolution kernel. A threshold
value for each location in the convolved target image is
calculated by multiplicatively scaling the correspond-
ing value in the convolved reference image. A mini-
mum threshold value—which may be specified on
region basis via region-based multi-based multi-
thresholding—is enforced in order to deal with local
peaks, uniform regions, and low-scatter regions. If the
difference between the target and reference convolution
values at a location exceeds the calculated threshold,
the location is considered verified as TRUE. The Con-
volution Criterion verifies lower-contrast anomalies
that cause a “significant” peak to occur in the difference
between the target and reference image intensities. The
Convolution Criterion also provides a key means of
coping with the effects of process variations.

(3) A pixel is a verified anomalous pixel if the pixel was
detected as anomalous by the Detection Stage and it
meets either of the verification criteria.

Verification Stage Algorithm

The intent of this section is to mathematically describe the
application of the verification algorithms without regard to
implementation details.
Definitions

(Note: All arrays are of size WXH except as noted.)

W—Image Wide (pixels).

H—Image Height (pixels).

x—Horizontal coordinate; values are in the range [O,
Ww-1].

y—Vertical coordinate; values are in the range [0, H-1].

m—Horizontal coordinate; values are in the range [O,
Ww-1].

n—Vertical coordinate; values are in the range [0, H-1].

I(x, y)—Target image.

Ix(x, y)—Reference Image.

I(x, y)—3x3 averaged version of Target Image.

Ix(x, y)—3x3 averaged version of Reference Image.

HCCTHRESH—High contrast threshold.

K(x, y)—Convolution kernel (5x5) for Convolution Cri-
terion.

CCVAL(x, y)—Array of Convolution Criterion values
for Target image.
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CCVAL,(x, y)—Array of Convolution Criterion values
for Reference image.

CCABSMINS (%, y)—Array of Convolution Criterion
threshold values for each location.

CCPRCNT—Percentage (expressed as a decimal
number) used to calculate a Convolution Criterion
threshold at each location based on its reference con-
volution value.

CCPTOL (x, y)—Array of percentage increase threshold
values.

AM (%, y)—Anomaly Map for Target Image (from Detec-
tion Stage).
VAM (x, y)—Verified Anomaly Map for Target Image.
Algorithm
Step #1. Apply 3x3 averaging

Generate a 3x3 averaged versions of the target and
reference images by running a 3x3 averaging operator
across them. Perimeter pixels (for which the 3x3 average is
not defined) are set to have a value of zero. In the following
equations, “AVE” is an averaging operator that calculates
the average of the specified values.

AVE[Ir(x -1,y -1, Ir(x, y - 1), Ir(x+ 1,y - 1),
Ir(x = 1, y), Ir(x, ), Iffx + 1, y), Iffx - 1,y + 1),
Ir(x, y+ 1), Irfx + 1,y + 1)]
if x is in the range [1, W-2]
and is in the range [1, H-2]

Ir(x, y) = 5
else;
AVE[I(x -1,y - D, Ip(x, y = 1), In(x + 1,y - 1),
Ir(x = 1,9), Ir(% ¥), IR(e + 1, 9), Ir(x = 1,y + 1),
Ir( y + 1), Ir(x + 1,y + 1)]
if x is in the range [1, W-2]
and is in the range [1, H-2]
Ip(x, y) = 5
else.

Step #2. Generate Convolution Criterion values

Generate convolved versions of the target and reference
images by running a 5x5 convolution kernel across them.
Perimeter pixels (for which the 5x5 convolution is not
defined) are set to have a value of 0. Note that the following
calculations use the original (not the averaged) image inten-
sity values. Also note that the following calculation is not a
“true” convolution (coordinate indices are not reversed for
either the kernel or the corresponding image neighborhood);
however, it becomes a true convolution if a circularly
symmetric kernel is used.

Sum of K(2 +m, 2+ n) *Ir(x+ m, y + n)
for all m in the range [-2, 2]
and all # in the range [-2, 2]
if x is in the range [2, W-3]
and y is in the range [2, H-3]
0.0

CCVAL7(x, y) =

else
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-continued
Sum of K(2 +m, 2+ 1) * In(x + m, y + n)
for all m in the range [-2, 2]
and all # in the range [-2, 2]
if x is in the range [2, W-3]
and y is in the range [2, H-3]

CCVALR(x, y) = 00

else

Step #3. Generate array of percentage-increase thresholds
Generate threshold array from the Convolution Criterion

values for the reference image. Border pixels (for which the

thresholds are not defined) are set to have a value of zero.

CCPRCNT * CCVALR(x, )
if: ()) is in in the range [2,W-3];
(if) y is in the range [2, H-3]
and, (iif) CCVALR (x, y) > 0

CCPTOL(x, y) = 5

else

Step #4. Generate Verified Anomaly Map

Generate Verified Anomaly Map. Border pixels (for
which detection and verification are not possible) are set to
have a value of zero.

1 (anomalous)
if: () x is in the range [2, W-3];
(if) y is in the range [2, H-3];

(i) AM(x, y) = 1; and, (iv){I1(x,

¥) > (HCCTHRESH*Ix(x, ))} OR
{((CCVAL1(x, y) - CCVALR(x, y)) >

CCABSMIN (x, y)) and ((CCVALH(x, y) —

CCVALR(x, y)) > CCPTOL (x, y))}.

VAM =
) 0 (not anomalous)

else

Dark Anomaly Detection

As mentioned above, in the preferred embodiment it is
assumed that anomalies are bright relative to the “underly-
ing” pattern; that is, the anomalies to be detected scatter
more light than the “underlying” pattern. However, as also
mentioned above, if certain anomalies are dark relative to
the “underlying” pattern—that is, the anomalies scatter less
light than the “underlying” pattern—then it will be evident
to those skilled in the art that all one needs to do in order to
detect such dark anomalies is to invert the intensity values
that are processed by the detection and verification processes
described above. Alternatively, it will be evident to those
skilled in the art that the detection and verification processes
described above can be altered to perform dark anomaly
detection. In the detection process, for example, the maxi-
mum value circuit 206 would become a minimum value
circuit, the neighborhood restriction criterion block 232
would require the target intensities to be less than the
corresponding reference intensities, the parameters PRCNT
and ABSMIN would have negative values, and the decision
of each comparator 222, 224, and 226 would be reversed
(that is, the comparator output equal to a 1 if A>B; 0 else).
The comparators 234 and 236 would not be used. Analogous
changes would be made for the verification process. Finally,
it is understood that it is possible to combine instances of
these altered detection and verification processes with
instances of the preferred detection and verification
processes, hence allowing both bright and dark anomaly
detection, all such variations being within the scope of the
invention.
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Positioning System

The above description refers to an inspection system
whereby the vertical position (height) of the surface
inspected can be measured and corrected dynamically so as
to reduce misregistration errors between adjacent strip units
that are inspected sequentially and compared for anomaly
detection. The description below entitled 37 POSITIONING
SYSTEM” is taken essentially from parent application
“Optical Wafer Positioning System,” by Mehrdad
Nikoonahad, Philip R. Rigg, Keith B. Wells, and David S.
Calhoun, Ser. No. 08/361,131 filed Dec. 21, 1994.

During the scanning of the beam 38 in FIG. 2, scattered
light away from the specular reflection direction is collected
by detectors for detecting anomalies as described. The
specular reflection of beam 38 can be advantageously used
for dynamically correcting the height of the surface
inspected so as to reduce misregistration errors.

The construction of APS optics 90 of FIG. 2 is illustrated
in more detail in FIG. 15. FIG. 15 shows a wafer 320 having
a surface 40 with an obliquely incident beam of light 38
being focused to a spot 328 on the surface 40. The incident
beam 38, which may be produced by a laser, is centered
about an axis 330 that is preferably in a range of between 55°
and 85° from normal to the wafer surface. The incident beam
38 is primarily reflected from the spot 328 as a reflected
beam 333 centered about an axis 335 oriented generally at
an equal and opposite angle from normal to the wafer
surface as the incident beam axis 330. While searching for
anomalies on the surface 40, the incident beam 38 repeatedly
scans portions of the surface, such as sweep (a), which
represents one such sweep, a center of which coincides with
spot 328. Sweep (a) may have a length of about 2 mm to
about 10 mm in length.

The reflected beam 333 diverges from a focused “waist”
at the spot 328 that may range from 5 um to 15 um. The
divergence of the reflected beam 333 may be due to both a
defocusing of the incident beam 38 beyond the waist and due
to some roughness of the surface 40 that causes imperfect
reflection. A telescope is placed in the path of the reflected
beam 333 to image the waist of the reflected beam 333 onto
a position sensitive detector 338, located near an image
plane of the spot 328 and sweep (a). The telescope includes
a pair of focusing lenses 339 and 340, and a spatial filter 341.
The telescope may have unity magnification, or a higher
magnification in order to increase the sensitivity of the
detector to measuring variations in wafer height, discussed
more fully below. The spatial filter 341 is positioned at the
Fourier transform plane of the system, to remove higher
order diffraction patterns generally caused by a patterned
surface 40, while allowing specularly reflected or zero order
diffracted light to pass through essentially unperturbed.

The lens 340 focuses the parallel rays of the beam 333 that
pass through the spatial filter 341 onto the position sensitive
detector 338 located a distance f on the opposite side of the
second lens 340 from the filter 341. Thus, an image (a') of
the sweep () is present on the detector 338.

The position sensitive detector 338 is positioned in the
image plane, parallel to the Z' axis, which forms an angle ¢
with respect to the optical axis, defined by lens 340. Angle
¢ is generally in the range of 50° to 350° and is dependent
upon the angle of incidence of the beam 38, with respect to
the wafer surface, so that angle ¢ and the angle of incidence
are complementary, i.e., the sum of these two angles is 90
degrees. At the spatial filter 341, the beam is stationary and
only swings around a pivot point 342. As the wafer 320
moves along in the Z direction, the image of the spot 328
moves correspondingly in the Z' direction on the position
sensitive detector 338.
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Referring also to FIG. 15, the Z'-to-Z correspondence is
dependent upon the magnification provided by lenses 339
and 340 and defined as follows:

AZ=-2M’AZ,,

where AZ, is the change in position of the wafer surface 22
along the Z axis, AZ' is the change in position of a corre-
sponding image position on detector 338 and M is the
magnification. A two-to-one correspondence may be
obtained using unity magnification so that a one micron shift
in the height of the wafer in a Z direction results in a two
micron shift in the image position on the position sensitive
detector in the opposite Z direction. For example, when the
surface 40 is at nominal position A in FIG. 16, an image of
the waist of the beam 333a reflected along sweep (a) is
shown as sweep (a') on the position sensitive detector 338.
Sweep (b) is shown on the surface 40 when the wafer height
has moved to a lower Z height B, with respect to the nominal
position A of the surface 40. As a result, a reflected beam
333b diverges and the image, (b"), of the waist of the beam
reflected along sweep (b) is positioned on the position
sensitive detector 338, above image (a') of sweep (a). If the
wafer moves to a higher Z position C with respect to the
nominal position A, a converging reflected beam 333¢ has its
waist images on the detector below image (a') in FIG. 15, as
(¢") not shown in FIG. 15. A more sensitive Z'-to-Z corre-
spondence may be obtained using higher magnification. If
lenses 339 and 340 provided 2x magnification, a one micron
shift in the surface height along the Z direction would
correspond to an 8 micron shift on the detector along the Z!'
axis, in the opposite direction.

The position sensitive detector is a silicon device. It is
doped with a graded concentration of dopants so that the
signals out of each lead 343 and 344 is proportional to both
the position and the intensity of the image on the detector
338. A mechanical window 45 is placed in the path of the
reflected beam between the surface 22 and the detector 338.
The mechanical window 45 defines an aperture 346, result-
ing in only the central portion of the light of the image of a
sweep impinging on the detector 338. In response to that
portion of the light impinging upon the detector 338, an
electrical signal is transmitted, having a width equal to the
length of time required for the image line to travel the width
of the aperture 346. The width of the aperture 346, along the
direction of sweep (a') and perpendicular to both the X' and
Z!' directions, is of sufficient size so as to create a train of
signals on leads 343 and 344, synchronized with the sweep
frequency.

Processing circuitry 92 receives these signals and deter-
mines the actual height of the wafer as a result of image
position, without regard for the intensity of the beam
impinging on the detector 338. Synchronizing the signals
with the sweep frequency increases the accuracy of the
height measurement by attenuating unwanted signals that
may result, for example, from thermal drifts in either the
electronic circuitry or optical components and ambient light.
The processing circuitry 92 produces a normalized signal
that may be transmitted along lead line 347 to an open loop
response, €.g., to obtain a visual map of the surface 320
height variation. Alternatively, a normalized signal may be
sent along lead 348 to a piezo-stage 349 that will position the
wafer 320 in the Z direction so that the surface 40 is in a
preferred position.

Other types of position sensitive detectors may alterna-
tively be employed. For example, although not necessary for
merely determining wafer height, a bi-directional detector
may be employed to detect surface tilt along a sweep, as well
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as surface height. This detector would have dopants graded
in a direction perpendicular to the Z' direction and would
include two additional leads 346 and 347. Similar to the
signals sent on leads 343 and 344, the signals on leads 346
and 347 would be proportional to both the image position
and intensity. The signals on leads 346 and 347, however,
correspond to the spot 328 position along a sweep (a),
whereas the signals on leads 343 and 344 corresponds to the
wafer height. By comparing these signals, the variation of
the surface height can be determined along the sweep,
thereby providing information concerning the tilt of the
wafer surface.

Referring to both FIGS. 4 and 15, the reflected image of
a sweep such as 50 is received by the position detector 338,
which sends an electrical signal to the signal processing
circuitry 92. The processing circuitry 92 causes the stage
349 to raise or lower the wafer surface 40 for a subsequent
sweep 50'. In addition, if a bi-directional position sensitive
detector were employed, processing circuitry 92 could cause
stage 349 to rotate in order to compensate for any tilt
measured in the surface 40 along sweep 50. Thus, the system
of FIGS. 4 and 15 automatically positions a wafer surface 40
at a preferred height while the surface 40 is being scanned.

FIG. 17 offers an expanded view of the electronics
involved in the processing circuitry 92. In the preferred
embodiment, current signals are present on each of the leads
343 and 344. Each current signal represents uncorrected
position information of the image on the detector 338 and
can be described as follows:

S1(O=PR(OR,G(0.5+Z/Dpsp) ®

Sx(O=PR(OR,G(0.5-Z/Dpsp) @

where P is the incident power on the wafer in watts, R(t) is
the reflectivity as a function of time as the sweep in a strip
is scanned, R, is the responsivity of the sensor in Amperes/
watt, G is the gain of the transimpedance amplifier in Ohms,
z. is the distance on the sensor measured in microns from a
nominal position, and Dpgp, is the length of the position
sensitive detector. The nominal position is a position of the
reflection of the beam 38 when the surface 40 is at the
desired height or position.

Each lead 343 and 344 is connected to a transimpedance
amplifier 410 and 411, each of which converts the respective
current signal into a voltage signal. The output of each
transimpedance amplifier 410 and 411 is electrically coupled
to a difference amplifier 412 and a summing amplifier 413.
The difference amplifier obtains the difference between the
voltage signal received from transimpedance amplifier 410
and the voltage signal received from transimpedance ampli-
fier 411, forming a difference signal. The summing amplifier
413 adds the voltage signal received from transimpedance
amplifier 410 with the voltage signal received from tran-
simpedance amplifier 411, forming a summed signal.

The output of the difference amplifier 412 is electrically
coupled to a first band pass filter 414, and the output of the
summing amplifier 413 is electrically coupled to a second
band pass filter 415. The first and second band pass filters
414 and 415 remove unwanted noise from the summed and
difference signals by attenuating signals not having a fre-
quency that corresponds to a range of predetermined
frequencies, centered about the sweep frequency. In the
preferred embodiment, filters 414 and 415 pass a 100 kHz
bandwidth. Electrically coupled to receive the output of the
first band pass filter 114 is a first multiplying circuit 416, and
electrically coupled to the second band pass filter 415 is a
second multiplying circuit 417.
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The circuits 416 and 417 multiply the signals received
from the band pass filters 414 and 415 by a square wave
clock signal, derived from the sweep generator, and operate
so as to down-convert to baseband the signals from both
band pass filters 414 and 415, which are at the sweep
frequency, and harmonics. This facilitate removing
unwanted signals corresponding to thermal drifts and ambi-
ent light. In order to select only the baseband signals from
the outputs of the multiplying circuits 416 and 417, these
circuits are each electrically coupled to a first and second
low pass filter 418 and 419, respectively. The first and
second low pass filters have narrow bandwidths of only a
few Hz. The narrow bandwidth results in the outputs of
filters 418 and 419 having signals originating from a few Hz
on either side of the fundamental and harmonics of the scan
frequency, with all other frequencies being attenuated. Both
the first and the second low pass filters 418 and 419 are
electrically coupled to a divider circuit 420.

The divider circuit 420 divides the difference signal with
the summed signal, producing a normalized signal. The
normalized signal represents the position of the sweep on the
position sensitive detector, without regard for the intensity
variation across the sweep. In this manner, the height of the
wafer 320 can be determined without errors caused by
intensity variations of the reflective beam due to, inter alia,
pattern features on the surface 40. The normalized signal
may be applied depending upon the application. In one
embodiment, the normalized signal is filtered by a third low
pass filter 421 coupled between the divider circuit 420 and
an open loop response circuit, such as a monitor 350, where
a map of height variations can be observed. Alternatively,
the normalized signal can be used on a closed loop system
where it is once again filtered by a loop filter 422, and
electrically coupled to piezo stage 349 via an amplifier 423.

The height correction system described was evaluated on
a wide range of wafers both bare and patterned with FIG. 18
showing a typical result. Line 363 shows the APS output of
the processing circuitry versus height position. The height
position was measured by a mechanical gauge. Over a nearly
70 micron change in height, the output voltage of the system
changed by one volt, with the slope of line 363 remaining
linear.

FIG. 19 demonstrates the effectiveness of the piezostage
in adjusting the surface height dynamically, to obtain an
optimum height of the surface. A piezostage is a stage the
height of which can be converted by a piezoelectric stack.
Line 364 represents the variation in surface height along a 10
cm strip of the surface, without compensating for the varia-
tions. This is referred to as an open loop response. Over the
10 cm strip, the height of the surface varied by almost 4
microns. Line 365, on the other hand, represents the height
variation along the same 10 cm strip, except, in this instance,
the piezostage compensates for the height variations. It is
clear that the stage was able to maintain the wafer at a
constant height with less than 0.5 micron of variation, as
shown by line 365.

The above-described invention is particularly useful in the
strip-unit-to-strip-unit comparison of a patterned wafer,
where it is important for a strip unit scanned to be registered
with an adjacent strip unit scanned previously as discussed
above. Further, locking the signals produced by the detector
to the sweep frequency facilitates strip-unit-to-strip-unit
comparison by allowing dynamic adjustment of the height
and tilt of the surface on the fly as the wafer is scanned, in
accord with measured variations in height and tilt of the
surface.

Applicants have found that other measures, used together
with the above described system for dynamic height
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correction, can achieve a pixel misregistration error of less
than =1 pixel. Such measures are outlined below.

An analysis was performed which determined the maxi-
mum possible errors which could be generated from four
primary sources. The first source is the system mechanics.
This includes the dynamic position tolerances of the XY
stage of the type described above in directions both parallel
and orthogonal to the scanning beam, and the vibration or
relative motion of the optical system to the stage. (The
solution was an airbearing stage with extremely tight
tolerances, and a very rigid structure containing the optics
and stage, supported on pneumatic isolators.) The second
source is any Z height deviations of the type described above
in the wafer under inspection. Z height deviations for a
grazing angle illuminator directly translate into X errors in
the registration of two adjacent strip units. Z height devia-
tions are corrected using the height correction system
described above. The third source arises from errors in the
synchronization of the sweep generation and data acquisi-
tion to the X position of the stage. (The timing electronics
board in the system decodes the X stage quadrature signals
and synchronizes sweep generation and data acquisition to
stage position.) The fourth source of error is beam scintil-
lation due to airflow through the scanning optics. Air flow
must be kept at a sufficiently low velocity to avoid deflection
of the scanning beam. Specification and design of the
subsystems were focused on minimizing these system
errors.

As will be apparent to those skilled in the art, the system
registration requirements could be met by buffering any two
strip units in a sufficiently large memory buffer, registering
the images electronically, and then applying the detection
and verification processes described above. This method
could be employed by this invention.

System Features

When used together, various combinations of the above
described inventive features can be used to achieve superior
inspection sensitivity with adequate throughput for in-line
inspection and at reasonable cost. Before these combinations
are explored, it is useful to explain in some detail sensitivity
and throughput issues related to the illumination optics of
the system in reference to FIGS. 1A-6. FIGS. 1A-6, the
accompanying description of these figures set forth above,
and the following description on improved sensitivity of
detection and throughput considerations are taken from
parent application “Scanning System for Inspecting Anoma-
lies on Surfaces,” by Mehrdad Nikoonahad and Stanley E.
Stokowski, Ser. No. 08/499,995 filed Jul. 10, 1995.
Improved Detection Sensitivity

As known to those skilled in the art, when AOD 30 is used
to cause beam 38 to scan along each short sweep such as 50,
time will be required at the beginning of the scan for the
sound waves generated by the transducer portion of the
AOD to fill the optical aperture so as to begin deflecting the
beam. Preferably, no data samples are taken at the beginning
part of the scan during this time. If L is the total length of
the scan of the beam, and 1 the length of the portion of L from
which data samples are taken, the ratio of 1 to L is a quantity
called the duty factor m, given by l=mL. This duty factor is
a measure of the amount of overhead on the system due to
this property of the AOD. The quantity 1 is thus the length
of the sweep referred to above.

From the point of view of sensitivity of detection, it is
desirable to design the illumination optics portion of system
20 so that the minimum width w of the illuminated spot 10
is minimized. The minimum width w is proportional to the
focal length of lens 36 and inversely proportional to the
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beam diameter of beam 28 and 32. Therefore, the minimum
width w can be reduced by reducing the focal length of lens
36 or increasing diameter of beam 28, or both. If the focal
length of lens 36 is increased, this will increase the length of
sweep 50 which may be undesirable. If the diameter of beam
28 becomes comparable to the clear aperture of the crystal
in AOD 30, this will produce higher level sidelobes which
is undesirable. As noted above, an increased level of side-
lobes will increase the background signal level. Applicants
discovered that it is preferable for the ratio between the clear
aperture of the crystal in the AOD 30 and the diameter of
beam 28 and 32 to exceed 1.2. This ratio is denoted k.

It is possible to increase the beam diameter of beam 28
and 32 by employing a large AOD crystal, while maintaining
k to be above 1.2. However, in addition to cost
considerations, a larger AOD crystal will cause larger losses,
thereby degrading the diffraction efficiency of the AOD
device. For this reason, it is desirable to employ AOD
crystals that are as small as possible, while at the same time
meeting the sensitivity and throughput requirements.
Assuming that the beam 28 that is entering the AOD 30 has
a Gaussian intensity profile, the clear aperture of the AOD,
D, satisfies:

D=4kLv/nwAf, (©)]

where L is the total scan length, v is the acoustic velocity in
the AOD crystal 30, w is the length of the short axis of the
elliptical spot (or the minimum width of the spot if not
elliptical) on surface 40, Af or (f2-f1) is the bandwidth of the
AOD 30, T is the duration of a sweep, and 7 is the ratio of
the circumference of a circle to its diameter, commonly
known as “pi” The constant k is preferably in the range
1.2-5. In one embodiment, k is 1.7 and L is in the range of
about 2-10 millimeters.
Throughput Considerations

For a semiconductor wafer inspection instrument to be
used for in-line inspection for inspecting the entire surfaces
of wafers, throughput considerations are paramount.
Therefore, in addition to the sensitivity capability described
above, it is also desirable for the wafer inspection system of
this invention to have a high throughput. Throughput, in this
context, refers to the number of semiconductor wafers
inspected per hour. The time required for inspecting semi-
conductor wafers first includes the time required for the
illuminating light beam to scan the entire surface of the
wafer. To perform the above-described short sweep, the time
required to scan the entire surface depends on a number of
factors. One factor obviously is the angle of illumination of
the illuminating beam, or the value of O, that is the angle
between the illuminating beam and normal 150 to surface 40
to be inspected shown in FIG. 3. The larger the value of ©
(that is, the smaller the grazing angle of incidence), the more
elongated would be the shape of the spot 10 in FIG. 1A, and
the larger is the area being inspected. Another factor affect-
ing throughput is the fact that the intensity distribution of the
illuminating beam is typically not flat but varies, such as in
the form of a Gaussian distribution. Therefore, the intensity
of scattering from a location on a surface would depend on
the intensity of the illuminating light at that location. In
order to compensate for such variation of intensity, a number
of data points are obtained from the scattering from the
particular location of the surface as the spot is moved across
the location in a manner illustrated in FIG. § described
above.

As described above, the minimum width (that is, length of
short axis) of the spots 10, 10', 10" is w. If the angle between
the illuminating light beam and normal 150 to the surface 40
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to be inspected is © as shown in FIG. 3, then the magnitude
of the long axis of the ellipse 10, 10', 10" is w/cos®.
Therefore, in each short sweep, the area illuminated sequen-
tially by the illuminating light beam is given by (w/cos©)*1,
where 1 is the length of the sweep such as 50. Thus if the
radius of surface 40 is R and T is the time it takes for the
beam to scan the short sweep, then the time it takes for the
illuminating beam to scan across the entire wafer is given by
NnR*Tcos®/lw (where the time required for illumination
optics to move the beam between strips, such as strips 54, 56
has not been accounted for). In this expression, N is the
number of pixels along the X axis in each spot such as 10,
10, 10", since each pixel on the surface will be illuminated
N number of times during the scanning process to account
for the variation of intensity of illumination in the X
direction as described above. In the preferred embodiment
illustrated in FIG. 5, where four data points are taken in both
the X and Y directions, N has the value 4.

In the scanning process described above in reference to
FIGS. 2—4, it is noted that it will require time for the
illumination optics to move the illumination spot between
strips, such as strips 54 and 56. If T is the time required to
move the illumination spot between strips, then this addi-
tional time should be accounted for to give the total time
required to scan the entire wafer surface. In the preferred
embodiment described above, XY stage 124 which includes
a motor is used in order to move the surface so as to move
the illumination spot from the position for scanning one strip
on the surface to the adjacent strip as shown in FIGS. 2 and
3. For a circular wafer of radius R, the spot will need to be
moved 2 R/rL times between adjacent strips to move the spot
across all the strips on the entire wafer, so that the additional
time required is 2 Rt/mL, where n is the duty factor, given
by equation 4 below:

M
TIWTAf

*

n=1

Therefore, the total time t, it takes to scan the entire surface
of a wafer with radius R is given by equation 5 below:

_ NTIR?TcosO + 2Rtw
niw

4 ®
where the definitions of equations (4), (5) are given above in
relation to equation (3).

From equation (5) above, it is evident that the shorter the
time T to scan along a sweep such as 50, the shorter will be
the time required to scan the entire wafer and therefore the
higher the throughput. The time T is referred to as the chirp
duration which also determines the data rate.

From equation (3) above, for a given spot size, length of
the sweep and the value of k, it is evident that the larger the
bandwidth Af or f2-f1, the smaller will be the clear aperture
required of the AOD. To get maximum bandwidth from the
AOD, the AOD should be operated at the highest possible
frequency and one then expects to get one octave bandwidth
around the center frequency of the transducer. However, the
acoustic losses in the AOD crystal increase with the center
frequency of operation. Large acoustic losses can cause two
major problems: reduction in diffraction efficiency and ther-
mal errors induced in the crystal. A reduction in the diffrac-
tion efficiency reduces the sensitivity of the system to small
particles. When the AOD transducer is operated at high
frequencies, more of the acoustic energy will be converted
into heat which sets up thermal gradients in the AOD crystal.
Such thermal gradients would cause errors by degrading the
focal spot which in turn leads to a reduction in sensitivity for
detecting anomalies. It is therefore advantageous to mini-
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mize the acoustic losses by selecting as low a center fre-
quency of the transducer as possible. A compromise should
then be found to yield acceptable detection sensitivity as
well as acceptable throughput. Applicants found that a
center frequency in the range of 50-300 megahertz and a
bandwidth preferably within the range of 50-250 megahertz
would be acceptable. The AOD 30 is preferably driven by a
linear frequency modulated (FM) chirp signal from genera-
tor 80 in FIG. 2. The quantity ntlL or 1 is the effective length
of the sweep; in the preferred embodiment the effective
length 11s in the range of 2 to 10 mm but more preferably
has a value of about 5.47 mm, where L has the value of 6.2
mm.

From equation (5) above, it is seen that the larger the
angle O, the higher will be the throughput, since the illu-
minated spot will cover a larger area of the surface. But as
noted above, the larger the spot size, the lower will be the
sensitivity of detection. In the preferred embodiment, © is in
the range of 10°-85° and more preferably in the range of
50°-80°.

Also from equation 5 above, it is evident that the larger
the number of samples taken across the illuminated spot
diameter, the more time it would take to scan the wafer. In
the preferred embodiment, the number of samples taken
across the illuminated spot diameter along both orthogonal
axes (X, Y) is in the range of 2-10.

For sensitivity considerations, it is preferable for the
minimum width w of the illuminated area to be in the range
of 5-15 microns. If @ is in the range of 50°-80°, then the
illuminating beam will illuminate the sweeps such as 50 at
such speed that the surface is inspected at a speed not less
than about 2.5cm?/s, and more preferably in a range of about
2.53-3.8cm?/s.

From equation (5) above, if the time required for moving
the wafer or the illumination beam so that the illuminated
spot is transferred between adjacent strips such as strips 54,
56 is taken into account, then the average speed for scanning
the entire surface 40 will be reduced compared to that for
scanning a sweep such as sweep 50. Furthermore, the speed
for inspecting the entire wafer is further reduced because
each pixel on the wafer is scanned multiple times as
described above in reference to FIG. 6. If the value of T is
about 0.3 seconds, and where the scan speed along each
sweep is not less than 2.5cm?/s, then the average speed for
the illumination beam scanning the entire surface is not less
than about 1.5cm?s. In the preferred embodiment, the
average speed is preferably within the range of about
1.5-5cm?/s. If the surface 40 scanned has dimensions of not
less than 200 millimeters in any direction along the surface,
then the illumination beam will scan the entire surface in
about 50-90 seconds. As noted above, the length of the
sweeps such as sweep 50 is preferably small compared to the
dimensions of the surface 40 inspected. In the preferred
embodiment, these sweeps are substantially in the range of
about 2-10 millimeters.

In the preferred embodiment, generator 80 supplies a
linear FM chirp signal to drive the AOD so that the chirp
duration is preferably in the range of 20—200 microseconds,
and more preferably in the range of about 80-120 micro-
seconds. The beam 28 before deflection by the AOD 30 has
at least one cross-sectional dimension (e.g. the longer
dimension) in the range of about 4-12 millimeters.
Preferably, the scan lens 36 is placed substantially at one
focal length away from AOD 30 so that beam 38 scans the
surface 40 telecentrically.

From the above, it will be evident that the objective of the
invention of the high sensitivity and high throughput surface
inspection system has been achieved using moderate data
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rate (e.g. 20 Mhz) at modest cost for the data sampling and
processing electronics can still be achieved. This system is
capable of inspecting patterned wafers with 0.25 and 0.35
micron design rules, such as patterned wafers for 64 and 256
megabit DRAM technology. The system is capable of
detecting contaminant particles and pattern defects on
memory and logic devices. With the present state-of-the-art
robotic implementation for removing and replacing wafer 40
on stage 124 ready for system 20 to inspect and the inherent
delay (about 25 seconds/wafer) involved therein, system 20
described above is capable of inspecting in excess of about
40 wafers per hour for 150 millimeter diameter wafers
(6-inch wafers), in excess of about 20 wafers per hour for
200 millimeter diameter wafers (8-inch wafers) and in
excess of about 10 wafers per hour for 300 millimeter
diameter wafers (12-inch wafers).

While in the invention described above, the sweeps are
described and illustrated as straight lines, it will be under-
stood that it is also possible for curved sweeps to be
employed, such as where the wafer is rotated about an axis
instead of translated along straight lines in the X and Y
directions as described above. While in the preferred
embodiment described above, the sweeps form arrays, each
array covering a substantially rectangular strip of the wafer,
it will be understood that other different arrangements of the
sweeps are possible for covering the entire or substantially
the entire surface 40; such and other variations are within the
scope of the invention. As the spot 10 approaches the edge
of surface 40, the length of the sweep may be reduced so that
the spot does not fall outside surface 40. All the advantages
described are obtained even though the sweeps are of
different lengths if each of at least some of the sweeps has
a span shorter than the dimensions of the surface.

Data Rate, Throughput, Sensitivity and Buffer Size

As described above, the data rate of the data processing
subsystem is synchronized with the timing electronics 84 of
FIG. 2 and therefore the scanning speed of the illumination
system. The above-described inspection system enables data
processing to be performed at a data rate of below 50 MHz
(more preferably below 30 MHz at the state of the art of
today, such as at 20 MHz) while still maintaining the
above-described throughput. As discussed above, the
throughput of the system is indicated by scanning speed in
the sweep across each sweep, the scan speed covering each
strip such as strips 54, 56, as well as the scan speed across
a single wafer. Preferably sensitivity of the system is
improved by the use of smaller spot size, such as one in the
range of 5 to 15 micrometers. Uniformity of illumination is
maintained since the sweeps are short—no more than about
2 to 10 mm in length.

Regarding the sampling frequency f, and average data rate
f,, a smaller spot diameter w and/or a shorter sweep time
will increase the sampling frequency and average data rate.
If one scans an effective length 1 during time T with a spot
size w and takes N samples within w, the sampling fre-
quency £, and average data rate f,, for acquiring the data are
given by:

f=NL/wT (6)

FumNUWT ©)

where as before, 1 is the effective length of the sweep and L
is the total length of scan.

Although the data processing algorithm is generic and
may be applied to imaging systems as described above, the
specific circuit for data processing becomes system depen-
dent. In the context of a laser scanning system that is the
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preferred embodiment, the size of the buffer for storing data
from strip units is a direct function of the angle of illumi-
nation ©, spot diameter w, effective scan length 1 and the
width d of the strip unit, as well as the number N of samples
taken from the point spread function in both X and Y
directions. The number of samples along a sweep is given by
Nl/w or NLv)/w. In the X direction, the number of sweeps is
given by: N d cos ®/w, where d is the width of the strip in
the X direction. It is, therefore, clear that for a fundamental
repeating pattern, d shown in FIG. 12, the minimum required
strip unit buffer size is given by:

Minimum required buffer size in bytes=2N?l cos @/w?

Where it has been assumed that each sample occupies two
bytes of memory.

While the invention has been described by reference to
preferred embodiments, it will be understood that modifi-
cations and changes can be made without departing from the
scope of the invention which is to be defined only by the
appended claims.

What is claimed is:

1. An inspection system for detecting anomalies on a
surface, comprising:

means for optically scanning the surface;

means for collecting light scattered by the surface and

deriving an intensity value for at least a first pixel
location from the collected light;

means for determining an error threshold for said at least

first pixel location from intensity values stored for at
least a corresponding second pixel location and its
neighboring pixel locations of a reference image of the
surface, said error threshold being determined by the
difference between an intensity value stored for the
second pixel location and a maximum or minimum of
intensity values stored for the second pixel location and
its neighboring pixel locations in the reference image;
and

means for identifying anomalies by comparing the differ-

ence between the intensity value for the at least first
pixel location and that stored for the second pixel
location to said error threshold.

2. The system of claim 1, said surface having a plurality
of repeating patterns thereon, said at least first and second
pixel locations being in adjacent patterns, wherein said
determining means includes buffer means storing the inten-
sity values for said second pixel location and its neighboring
pixel locations of the reference image of the surface.

3. The inspection system of claim 1, wherein the intensity
value of collected light for the first pixel location and the
stored intensity values for said second pixel location are
spatially registered to an accuracy of better than plus or
minus a pixel location.

4. The system of claim 3, wherein said optically scanning
means directs a focused light beam at an oblique angle to
scan said surface, said system further comprising means for
measuring specular reflection of the light beam and for
dynamically correcting the height of the surface during the
scan.

5. The system of claim 1, wherein the intensity value of
collected light for the first pixel location and the stored
intensity values for said second pixel location are spatially
registered to an accuracy of better than plus or minus a
multiple of a pixel location, and

wherein said determining means interpolates by multiply-

ing the error threshold by a multiple.

6. The system of claim 1, said collecting and deriving
means deriving said intensity value for said first pixel
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location from the collected light at said first pixel location
and its adjacent pixel locations.

7. The system of claim 1, said system having a point
spread function with said second pixel location at or near the
peak of the function, wherein the neighboring pixel loca-
tions adjacent to said second pixel location form a two
dimensional array defining a matrix having a center with
said second pixel location at the center of the matrix, said
matrix covering substantially the point spread function of
the system above a predetermined intensity level.

8. The system of claim 7, said matrix being a three by
three matrix.

9. The system of claim 1, wherein said identifying means
also compares the difference between the intensity value for
the first pixel location and that stored for the second pixel
location to a second threshold that is proportional to the
intensity value stored for the second pixel location.

10. The system of claim 1, wherein said identifying means
also compares the difference between the intensity value for
the first pixel location and that stored for the second pixel
location to a third threshold that is a function of system
noise.

11. The system of claim 1, wherein said collecting and
deriving means derives intensity values for said first pixel
location and for its adjacent pixel locations from the col-
lected light; said system further comprising:

a memory storing intensity values for the second pixel
location of a reference image of the surface, and for
neighboring pixel locations of the second pixel in the
reference image corresponding in position to the adja-
cent pixel locations of the at least first pixel location;

wherein said identifying means also identifies anomalies
by ascertaining whether each of some of the intensity
values for the first pixel location and its adjacent pixel
locations exceeds or is less than that stored for the
corresponding pixel location of the second pixel loca-
tion and its neighboring pixel locations.

12. The system of claim 11, said system having a point
spread function with said first pixel location at or near the
peak of the function, wherein the pixel locations adjacent to
said first pixel location form a two dimensional first matrix
with the at least first pixel location at the center of the first
matrix, said first matrix covering substantially the point
spread function of the system above a predetermined
threshold, said neighboring pixel locations of the second
pixel location forming a second matrix of the same size as
the first matrix with the second pixel location at the center
of the second matrix.

13. The system of claim 12, wherein said identifying
means identifies anomalies by ascertaining whether each of
the intensity values for the first pixel location and its
adjacent pixel locations exceeds or is less than that stored for
the corresponding pixel location of the second pixel location
and its neighboring pixel locations.

14. The system of claim 12, said first and second matrices
being three by three matrices.

15. The system of claim 1, further comprising means for
verifying the identified anomaly by ascertaining whether the
intensity value of the first pixel location is a multiple of the
intensity value of second pixel location, said multiple being
in the range of 2 to 16.

16. The system of claim 1, further comprising:

a memory storing intensity values for said second pixel

location and its neighboring pixel locations; and
means for verifying an identified anomaly by convolving

a convolution matrix with the intensity values at said

first pixel location and its adjacent pixel locations to
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obtain a first convolved value, and with the intensity
values at said second pixel location and its neighboring
pixel locations to obtain a second convolved value, and
determining whether the difference between the first
and second convolved values exceeds a predetermined
convolution threshold.

17. The system of claim 16, said convolution threshold
being a function of system noise.

18. The system of claim 16, said convolution threshold
being proportional to the second convolved value.

19. The system of claim 16, said system having a point
spread function with said first pixel location at or near the
peak of the function, wherein the pixel locations adjacent to
said first pixel location form a two dimensional first pixel
location matrix with the at least first pixel location at the
center of the first pixel location matrix, said first pixel
location matrix covering substantially the point spread func-
tion of the system, said neighboring pixel locations of the
second pixel location forming a second pixel location matrix
of the same size as the first pixel location matrix with the
second pixel location at the center of the second pixel
location matrix;

wherein the verifying means convolves said convolution
matrix with the intensity values at said first pixel
location matrix to obtain said first convolved value and
convolves said convolution matrix with the intensity
values at said second pixel location matrix to obtain
said second convolved value.

20. The system of claim 19, said convolution matrix and
said first and second pixel location matrices being five by
five matrices.

21. An inspection system for detecting anomalies on a
surface, comprising:

means for optically scanning the surface;

means for collecting light scattered by the surface and
deriving intensity values for said first pixel location and
for its adjacent pixel locations from the collected light;

a memory storing intensity values for a second pixel
location of a reference image of the surface, said
second pixel location corresponding in position to the
at least first pixel location, and for neighboring pixel
locations of the second pixel in the reference image
corresponding in position to the adjacent pixel loca-
tions of the at least first pixel location;

means for identifying anomalies by ascertaining whether
each of some of the intensity values for the first pixel
location and its adjacent pixel locations exceeds or is
less than that stored for the corresponding pixel loca-
tion of the second pixel location and its neighboring
pixel locations.

22. The system of claim 21, said system having a point
spread function with said first pixel location at or near the
peak of the function, wherein the pixel locations adjacent to
said first pixel location form a two dimensional first matrix
with the at least first pixel location at the center of the first
matrix, said first matrix covering substantially the point
spread function of the system above a predetermined inten-
sity level, said neighboring pixel locations of the second
pixel location forming a second matrix of the same size as
the first matrix with the second pixel location at the center
of the second matrix.

23. The system of claim 22, said first and second matrices
being three by three matrices.

24. The system of claim 21, said surface having a plurality
of repeating patterns thereon, said at least first and second
pixel locations being in adjacent patterns, wherein said
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determining means includes buffer means storing the inten-
sity values for said second pixel location and its neighboring
pixel locations of the reference image of the surface.

25. The inspection system of claim 21, wherein the
intensity value of collected light for the first pixel location
and the stored intensity values for said second pixel location
are spatially registered to an accuracy of plus or minus a
pixel location or better.

26. The system of claim 25, wherein said optically scan-
ning means directs a focused light beam at an oblique angle
to scan said surface, said system further comprising means
for measuring specular reflection of the light beam and for
dynamically correcting the height of the surface during the
scan.

27. An inspection system for determining an anomaly on
a surface, comprising:

means for providing the intensity value for at least a first
pixel location on the surface;

a memory storing an intensity value for at least a second
pixel location of a reference image of the surface, said
second pixel location corresponding in position to the
at least first pixel location;

means for verifying the anomaly by ascertaining whether
the intensity value of the at least first pixel location is
a multiple of the intensity value of second pixel
location, said multiple being in the range of 2 to 16.

28. The system of claim 27, said system having a point
spread function with said at least first pixel location at or
near the peak of the function, wherein the pixel locations
adjacent to said first pixel location form a two dimensional
first matrix with the at least first pixel location at the center
of the first matrix, said first matrix covering substantially the
point spread function of the system above a predetermined
intensity level, said neighboring pixel locations of the sec-
ond pixel location forming a second matrix of the same size
as the first matrix with the second pixel location at the center
of the second matrix;

wherein said providing means provides said intensity
value for said first pixel location by deriving an average
intensity value from the intensity values at the first
matrix; and

wherein the intensity value for the second pixel location
stored in said memory is an average of the intensity
values at the second matrix.

29. The system of claim 28, said first and second matrices

being three by three matrices.

30. An inspection system for determining an anomaly on
a surface, comprising:

means for providing the intensity values for at least a first
pixel location and its adjacent pixel locations on the
surface;

a memory storing intensity values for a second pixel
location of a reference image of the surface, said
second pixel location corresponding in position to the
at least first pixel location, and for neighboring pixel
locations of the second pixel in the reference image
corresponding in position to the adjacent pixel loca-
tions of the at least first pixel location;

means for determining an anomaly by convolving a
convolution matrix with the intensity values at said first
pixel location and its adjacent pixel locations to obtain
a first convolved value, and with the intensity values at
said second pixel location and its neighboring pixel
locations to obtain a second convolved value, and
determining whether the difference between the first
and second convolved values exceeds a predetermined
convolution threshold.
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31. The system of claim 30, said system having a point
spread function with said first pixel location at or near the
peak of the function, wherein the pixel locations adjacent to
said first pixel location form a two dimensional first pixel
location matrix with the at least first pixel location at the
center of the first pixel location matrix, said first pixel
location matrix covering substantially the point spread func-
tion of the system above a predetermined threshold, said
neighboring pixel locations of the second pixel location
forming a second pixel location matrix of the same size as
the first pixel location matrix with the second pixel location
at the center of the second pixel location matrix;

wherein the verifying means convolves said convolution
matrix with the intensity values at said first pixel
location matrix to obtain said first convolved value and
convolves said convolution matrix with the intensity
values at said second pixel location matrix to obtain
said second convolved value.

32. The system of claim 31, said convolution matrix and
said first and second pixel location matrices being five by
five matrices.

33. The system of claim 31, wherein said surface is that
of a non-patterned surface.

34. The system of claim 31, said surface having a plurality
of repeating patterns thereon, said at least first and second
pixel locations being in adjacent patterns, wherein said
determining means includes buffer means storing the inten-
sity values for said second pixel location and its neighboring
pixel locations of the reference image of the surface.

35. The system of claim 31, wherein the convolution
matrix has a perimeter and a core, and wherein the values at
the perimeter are positive and the values at the core are
negative or the values at the perimeter are negative and the
values at the core are positive.

36. The system of claim 35, wherein said values at the
perimeter are equal, and said values at the core are also
equal.

37. The system of claim 35, wherein the sum of said
values at the perimeter and said values at the core is
substantially zero.

38. The system of claim 30, said convolution threshold
being a function of system noise.

39. The system of claim 30, said convolution threshold
being proportional to the second convolved value.

40. An inspection method for detecting anomalies on a
surface, comprising the steps of:

optically scanning the surface;

collecting light scattered by the surface and deriving an
intensity value for at least a first pixel location from the
collected light;

determining an error threshold for said at least first pixel
location from intensity values stored for at least a
corresponding second pixel location and its neighbor-
ing pixel locations of a reference image of the surface,
said error threshold being determined by the difference
between the intensity value stored for the second pixel
location and a maximum or minimum of intensity
values stored for the second pixel location and its
neighboring pixel locations in the reference image; and
identifying anomalies by comparing the difference
between the intensity value for the at least first pixel
location and that stored for the second pixel location to

said error threshold.
41. The method of claim 40, said surface having a
plurality of repeating patterns thereon, said at least first and
second pixel locations being in adjacent patterns, wherein
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said determining step includes storing the intensity values
for said second pixel location and its neighboring pixel
locations of the reference image of the surface.

42. The inspection method of claim 40, wherein said
scanning, collecting and deriving steps are such that the
intensity value of collected light for the first pixel location
and the stored intensity values for said second pixel location
are spatially registered to an accuracy of better than plus or
minus a pixel location.

43. The method of claim 42, wherein said optically
scanning step directs a focused light beam at an oblique
angle to scan said surface, said method further comprising
step of measuring specular reflection of the light beam and
dynamically correcting the height of the surface during the
scan.

44. The method of claim 40, wherein the intensity value
of collected light for the first pixel location and the stored
intensity values for said second pixel location are spatially
registered to an accuracy of better than plus or minus a
multiple of a pixel location, and

wherein said determining step interpolates by multiplying

the error threshold by a multiple.

45. The method of claim 40, said collecting and deriving
step deriving said intensity value for said first pixel location
from the collected light at said first pixel location and its
adjacent pixel locations.

46. The method of claim 40, said method characterized by
a point spread function with said second pixel location at or
near the peak of the function, wherein the pixel locations
adjacent to said second pixel location form a two dimen-
sional matrix having a center with said second pixel location
at the center of the matrix, said matrix covering substantially
the point spread function characterizing the method above a
predetermined intensity level.

47. The method of claim 46, said matrix being a three by
three matrix.

48. The method of claim 40, wherein said identifying step
also compares the difference between the intensity value for
the first pixel location and that stored for the second pixel
location to a second threshold that is proportional to the
intensity value stored for the second pixel location.

49. The method of claim 40, wherein said identifying step
also compares the difference between the intensity value for
the first pixel location and that stored for the second pixel
location to a third threshold that is a function of noise
inherent in the method.

50. The method of claim 40, wherein said collecting and
deriving step derives intensity values for said first pixel
location and for its adjacent pixel locations from the col-
lected light; said method further comprising:

storing intensity values for the second pixel location of a

reference image of the surface, and for neighboring
pixel locations of the second pixel in the reference
image corresponding in position to the adjacent pixel
locations of the at least first pixel location;

wherein said identifying step also identifies anomalies by

ascertaining whether each of some of the intensity
values for the first pixel location and its adjacent pixel
locations exceeds or is less than that stored for the
corresponding pixel location of the second pixel loca-
tion and its neighboring pixel locations.

51. The method of claim 50, said method characterized by
a point spread function with said first pixel location at or
near the peak of the function, wherein the pixel locations
adjacent to said first pixel location form a two dimensional
first matrix with the at least first pixel location at the center
of the first matrix, said first matrix covering substantially the
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point spread function characterizing the method above a
predetermined threshold, said neighboring pixel locations of
the second pixel location forming a second matrix of the
same size as the first matrix with the second pixel location
at the center of the second matrix.

52. The method of claim 51, wherein said identifying step
identifies anomalies by ascertaining whether each of the
intensity values for the first pixel location and its adjacent
pixel locations exceeds or is less than that stored for the
corresponding pixel location of the second pixel location
and its neighboring pixel locations.

53. The method of claim 51, said first and second matrices
being three by three matrices.

54. The method of claim 40, further comprising step for
verifying the identified anomaly by ascertaining whether the
intensity value of the first pixel location is a multiple of the
intensity value of second pixel location, said multiple being
in the range of 2 to 16.

55. The method of claim 40, further comprising:

storing intensity values for said second pixel location and
its neighboring pixel locations; and

verifying an identified anomaly by convolving a convo-
lution matrix with the intensity values at said first pixel
location and its adjacent pixel locations to obtain a first
convolved value, and with the intensity values at said
second pixel location and its neighboring pixel loca-
tions to obtain a second convolved value, and ascer-
taining whether the difference between the first and
second convolved values exceeds a predetermined con-
volution threshold.

56. The method of claim 55, said convolution threshold
being a function of noise inherent in the method.

57. The method of claim 55, said convolution threshold
being proportional to the second convolved value.

58. The method of claim 55, said method characterized by
a point spread function with said first pixel location at or
near the peak of the function, wherein the pixel locations
adjacent to said first pixel location form a two dimensional
first pixel location matrix with the at least first pixel location
at the center of the first pixel location matrix, said first pixel
location matrix covering substantially the point spread func-
tion characterizing the method, said neighboring pixel loca-
tions of the second pixel location forming a second pixel
location matrix of the same size as the first pixel location
matrix with the second pixel location at the center of the
second pixel location matrix;

wherein the verifying step convolves said convolution

matrix with the intensity values at said first pixel
location matrix to obtain said first convolved value and
convolves said convolution matrix with the intensity
values at said second pixel location matrix to obtain
said second convolved value.

59. The method of claim 58, said convolution matrix and
said first and second pixel location matrices being five by
five matrices.

60. An inspection method for detecting anomalies on a
surface, comprising the steps of:

optically scanning the surface;

collecting light scattered by the surface and deriving

intensity values for said first pixel location and for its
adjacent pixel locations from the collected light;

storing intensity values for a second pixel location of a

reference image of the surface, said second pixel loca-
tion corresponding in position to the at least first pixel
location, and for neighboring pixel locations of the
second pixel in the reference image corresponding in
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position to the adjacent pixel locations of the at least
first pixel location;

identifying anomalies by ascertaining whether each of

some of the intensity values for the first pixel location
and its adjacent pixel locations exceeds or is less than
that stored for the corresponding pixel location of the
second pixel location and its neighboring pixel loca-
tions.

61. The method of claim 60, said method characterized by
a point spread function with said first pixel location at or
near the peak of the function, wherein the pixel locations
adjacent to said first pixel location form a two dimensional
first matrix with the at least first pixel location at the center
of the first matrix, said first matrix covering substantially the
point spread function characterizing the method above a
predetermined intensity level, said neighboring pixel loca-
tions of the second pixel location forming a second matrix
of the same size as the first matrix with the second pixel
location at the center of the second matrix.

62. The method of claim 61, said first and second matrices
being three by three matrices.

63. The method of claim 60, said surface having a
plurality of repeating patterns thereon, said at least first and
second pixel locations being in adjacent patterns, wherein
said determining step includes storing the intensity values
for said second pixel location and its neighboring pixel
locations of the reference image of the surface.

64. The inspection method of claim 60, wherein the
intensity value of collected light for the first pixel location
and the stored intensity values for said second pixel location
are spatially registered to an accuracy of plus or minus a
pixel location or better.

65. The method of claim 64, wherein said optically
scanning step directs a focused light beam at an oblique
angle to scan said surface, said method further comprising
step for measuring specular reflection of the light beam and
for dynamically correcting the height of the surface during
the scan.

66. An inspection method for determining an anomaly on
a surface, comprising the steps of:

providing the intensity value for at least a first pixel

location on the surface;

storing an intensity value for at least a second pixel

location of a reference image of the surface, said
second pixel location corresponding in position to the
at least first pixel location;

verifying the anomaly by ascertaining whether the inten-

sity value of the at least first pixel location is a multiple
of the intensity value of second pixel location, said
multiple being in the range of 2 to 16.

67. The method of claim 66, said method characterized by
a point spread function with said at least first pixel location
at or near the peak of the function, wherein the pixel
locations adjacent to said first pixel location form a two
dimensional first matrix with the at least first pixel location
at the center of the first matrix, said first matrix covering
substantially the point spread function characterizing the
method above a predetermined intensity level, said neigh-
boring pixel locations of the second pixel location forming
a second matrix of the same size as the first matrix with the
second pixel location at the center of the second matrix;

wherein said providing step provides said intensity value

for said first pixel location by deriving an average
intensity value from the intensity values at the first
matrix; and

wherein the intensity value for the second pixel location

stored in said memory is an average of the intensity
values at the second matrix.
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68. The method of claim 67, said first and second matrices
being three by three matrices.

69. An inspection method for determining an anomaly on
a surface, comprising the steps of:

providing the intensity values for at least a first pixel

location and its adjacent pixel locations on the surface;

storing intensity values for a second pixel location of a

reference image of the surface, said second pixel loca-
tion corresponding in position to the at least first pixel
location, and for neighboring pixel locations of the
second pixel in the reference image corresponding in
position to the adjacent pixel locations of the at least
first pixel location;

determining an anomaly by convolving a convolution

matrix with the intensity values at said first pixel
location and its adjacent pixel locations to obtain a first
convolved value, and with the intensity values at said
second pixel location and its neighboring pixel loca-
tions to obtain a second convolved value, and deter-
mining whether the difference between the first and
second convolved values exceeds a predetermined con-
volution threshold.

70. The method of claim 69, said method characterized by
a point spread function with said first pixel location at or
near the peak of the function, wherein the pixel locations
adjacent to said first pixel location form a two dimensional
first pixel location matrix with the at least first pixel location
at the center of the first pixel location matrix, said first pixel
location matrix covering substantially the point spread func-
tion characterizing the method above a predetermined
threshold, said neighboring pixel locations of the second
pixel location forming a second pixel location matrix of the
same size as the first pixel location matrix with the second
pixel location at the center of the second pixel location
matrix;

wherein the verifying step convolves said convolution

matrix with the intensity values at said first pixel
location matrix to obtain said first convolved value and
convolves said convolution matrix with the intensity
values at said second pixel location matrix to obtain
said second convolved value.

71. The method of claim 70, said convolution matrix and
said first and second pixel location matrices being five by
five matrices.

72. The method of claim 70, wherein said surface is that
of a non-patterned surface.

73. The method of claim 70, said surface having a
plurality of repeating patterns thereon, said at least first and
second pixel locations being in adjacent patterns, wherein
said determining step includes storing the intensity values
for said second pixel location and its neighboring pixel
locations of the reference image of the surface.

74. The method of claim 70, wherein the convolution
matrix has a perimeter and a core, and wherein the values at
the perimeter are positive and the values at the core are
negative or the values at the perimeter are negative and the
values at the core are positive.

75. The method of claim 74, wherein said values at the
perimeter are equal, and said values at the core are also
equal.

76. The method of claim 74, wherein the sum of said
values at the perimeter and said values at the core is
substantially zero.

77. The method of claim 69, said convolution threshold
being a function of noise inherent in the method.

78. The method of claim 69, said convolution threshold
being proportional to the second convolved value.
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79. A system for detecting anomalies on a surface; com-
prising:
means for directing a focused beam of light at a grazing
angle toward said surface;

means for causing relative motion between the beam and
the surface so that the entire surface is scanned with
said beam;

means for detecting the specular reflection from the said

surface and dynamically measuring the height of the
said surface during scan;

means for dynamically correcting the height of said

surface during scan;

means for collecting light scattered from the surface and

converting such light into an electrical signal;

means for digitally processing said electrical signal for

detecting anomalies, said digital processing means
detecting anomalies by comparing the difference
between the intensity value for at least a first pixel
location and that stored for at least a second pixel
location of a reference image of the surface to an error
threshold, said error threshold being determined by the
digitally processing means from the difference between
the intensity value stored for the second pixel location
and a maximum or minimum of intensity values stored
for the second pixel location and its neighboring pixel
locations of the reference image.

80. The system of claim 79, said directing means directing
said beam to illuminate an area on the surface defining a
spot, wherein the size of the spot is in the range of 5 to 15
micrometers.

81. The system of claim 79, wherein the grazing angle of
illumination of the beam is in the range of 10 to 85 degrees.

82. The system of claim 79, wherein said relative motion
causing means causes relative motion between the beam and
the surface so that the beam scans a scan path covering
substantially the entire surface, said path including a plu-
rality of strips of sweeps, wherein each of at least some of
such sweeps has a span shorter than the dimensions of the
surface.

83. The system of claim 82, wherein the span of at least
some of such sweeps is in the range of 2 to 10 mm.

84. The system of claim 79, said directing means directing
said beam to illuminate a plurality of areas on the surface
during the scan, each area on the surface defining a spot, said
collecting and converting means converting the collected
light into electrical signals representing light collected from
2 to 10 pixels within each spot.

85. The system of claim 79, wherein the detecting and
measuring means includes a position sensitive detector for
detecting the specular reflection from the surface and mea-
suring the surface height of the wafer.

86. The system of claim 85, said dynamically correcting
means including a piezostage, wherein the position sensitive
detector provides a DC voltage output for controlling the
piezostage which can dynamically correct the height of the
wafer in response to the DC voltage output.

87. The system of claim 86, said digitally processing
means detecting anomalies by comparing the intensity value
for at least a first pixel location and that stored for at least
a second pixel location of a previously scanned reference
image of the surface, wherein the dynamically correcting
means corrects the height of the wafer so that the first and
second pixel locations are spatially aligned to within 0.25 of
a pixel location.

88. The system of claim 79, said surface having a repeat-
ing pattern thereon, wherein said collecting and converting
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means collects light scattered by the surface at or near a first
pixel location in a first pattern of the repeating pattern and
converts such light into a first signal, and said processing
means including a buffer for storing the electrical signal for
a second pixel location from a pattern adjacent to said first
pattern for comparison with the first signal.

89. A method for detecting anomalies on a surface;
comprising the steps of:

directing a focused beam of light at a grazing angle

toward said surface;
causing relative motion between the beam and the surface
so that the entire surface is scanned with said beam;

detecting the specular reflection from the said surface and
dynamically measuring the height of the said surface
during scan;

dynamically correcting the height of said surface during

scan;

collecting light scattered from the surface and converting

such light into an electrical signal; and
digitally processing said electrical signal for detecting
anomalies, said digitally processing step detecting
anomalies by comparing the difference between the
intensity value for at least a first pixel location and that
stored or at least second pixel location of a reference
image of the surface to an error threshold, said error
threshold being determined in the digitally processing
step by the difference between the intensity value
stored for the second pixel location and a maximum or
minimum of intensity values stored for the second pixel
location and its neighboring pixel locations of the
reference image.
90. The method of claim 89, said directing step directing
said beam to illuminate an area on the surface defining a
spot, wherein the size of the spot is in the range of 5 to 15
micrometers.
91. The method of claim 89, wherein the grazing angle of
illumination of the beam is in the range of 10 to 85 degrees.
92. The method of claim 91, wherein said relative motion
causing step causes relative motion between the beam and
the surface so that the beam scans a scan path covering
substantially the entire surface, said path including a plu-
rality of strips of sweeps, wherein each of at least some of
such sweeps has a span shorter than the dimensions of the
surface.
93. The method of claim 91, said directing step directing
said beam to illuminate a plurality of areas on the surface
during the scan, each area on the surface defining a spot, said
collecting and converting step converting the collected light
into electrical signals representing light collected from 2 to
10 pixels within each spot.
94. The method of claim 91, said digitally processing step
detecting anomalies by comparing the intensity value for at
least a first pixel location and that stored for at least a second
pixel location of a previously scanned reference image of the
surface, wherein the dynamically correcting step corrects the
height of the wafer so that the first and second pixel
locations are spatially aligned to within 0.25 of a pixel
location.
95. A method for detecting anomalies on a surface of a
semiconductor wafer; comprising:
directing a focused beam of light towards said surface to
illuminate an area of the surface defining a spot;

causing relative motion between the beam and the wafer
so that the beam scans a serpentine path covering
substantially the entire surface;

collecting light scattered along said path for detecting

anomalies and converting the collected light to an
electrical signal;
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wherein the spot size and said directing and causing steps
are such that the beam substantially inspects the entire
surface of the wafer at a throughput in excess of about
40 wafers per hour for 150 mm diameter wafers, at a
throughput in excess of about 20 wafers per hour for
200 mm diameter wafers, and at a throughput in excess
of about 10 wafers per hour for 300 mm diameter
wafers; and

digitally processing said electrical signal for detecting

anomalies at a data clock rate less than 50 MHz.
96. The method of claim 95, said directing step being such
that the spot has a spot size whose minimum dimension is in
the range of about 5 to 15 microns.
97. A method for detecting anomalies on a surface,
comprising the steps of:
directing a focused beam of light towards said surface to
illuminate an area of the surface defining a spot;

causing relative motion between the beam and the surface
so that the beam scans a serpentine path covering
substantially the entire surface;

collecting light scattered along said path for detecting

anomalies and converting the collected light to an
electrical signal;

wherein the spot size and said directing and causing steps

are such that the surface is inspected at a speed not less
than about 1.5 cm?/s; and

digitally processing said electrical signal for detecting

anomalies at a data clock rate of less than 50 MHz.

98. The method of claim 97, said directing step being such
that the spot has a spot size whose minimum dimension is in
the range of about 5 to 15 microns.

99. A method for detecting anomalies on a surface,
comprising the steps of:

directing a beam of light towards said surface to illumi-

nate an area of the surface defining a spot;

causing relative motion between the beam and the surface

so that the beam scans a serpentine path covering
substantially the entire surface; and

collecting light scattered along said path for detecting

anomalies and converting the collected light to an
electrical signal;

said surface having dimensions of not less than 200 mm

in any direction along the surface, wherein said direct-
ing and causing steps are such that the beam scans
substantially the entire surface in about 50 to 90
seconds; and

digitally processing said electrical signal for detecting

anomalies at a data clock rate of less than 50 MHz.
100. The method of claim 96, wherein the span of at least
some of such sweeps is in the range of 2 to 10 mm.
101. The method of claim 99, said directing step being
such that the spot has a spot size whose minimum dimension
is in the range of about 5 to 15 microns.
102. A method for detecting anomalies on a surface,
comprising the steps of:
directing a focused beam of light towards said surface to
illuminate an area of the surface defining a spot whose
size is in the range of about 5 to 15 micrometers;

causing relative motion between the beam and the surface
so that the beam scans a serpentine path covering
substantially the entire surface, said surface having
dimensions of not less than 200 mm in any direction
along the surface, wherein said directing and causing
steps are such that the beam scans substantially the
entire surface in about 50 to 90 seconds;
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collecting light scattered along said path for detecting
anomalies and converting the collected light to an
electrical signal; and

digitally processing said electrical signal for detecting

anomalies at a data clock rate of less than 50 MHz.
103. The method of claims 101, wherein the spot size and
said directing and causing steps are such that the beam
substantially inspects the entire surface of the wafer at a
throughput in excess of about 40 wafers per hour for 150
mm diameter wafers, at a throughput in excess of about 20
wafers per hour for 200 mm diameter wafers, and at a
throughput in excess of about 10 wafers per hour for 300
mm diameter wafers.
104. The method of claim 101, wherein said relative
motion causing step causes relative motion between the
beam and the surface so that the beam scans a scan path
covering substantially the entire surface, said path including
a plurality of strips of sweeps, wherein each of at least some
of such sweeps has a span shorter than the dimensions of the
surface.
105. The method of claim 103, said directing step direct-
ing said beam to illuminate a plurality of areas on the surface
during the scan, each area on the surface defining a spot, said
collecting and converting step converting the collected light
into electrical signals representing light collected from N
pixels within each spot, N being in the range of 2 to 10.
106. The method of claim 104, said data clock rate being
proportional to N and the span of the sweeps and inversely
proportional to the size of the spot.
107. A system for detecting anomalies on a surface,
comprising:
means for directing a focused beam of light towards said
surface at an oblique angle of 6 from the normal
direction to the surface to illuminate a plurality of areas
on the surface during the scan, each such illuminated
area on the surface defining a spot of size w, said
collecting and converting step converting the collected
light into electrical signals representing light collected
from N pixels within each spot;
means for causing relative motion between the beam and
the surface so that the beam scans a serpentine path
covering substantially the entire surface, said path
including a plurality of strips of sweeps of effective
length 1 shorter than the dimensions of the surface,
wherein the beam scans each sweep in time T;

means for collecting light scattered along said path for
detecting anomalies and converting the collected light
to an electrical signal; and

means for digitally processing said electrical signal for

detecting anomalies, at a data clock rate substantially
proportional to NI/wT.

108. The system of claim 106, said surface having a
repeating pattern thereon, wherein said collecting and con-
verting means collects light scattered by the surface at or
near a first pixel location in a first pattern of the repeating
pattern and converts such light into a first signal, and said
processing means including a buffer for storing a second
electrical signal for a second pixel location from a pattern
adjacent to said first pattern for comparison with the first
signal;

wherein the processing means includes a buffer for storing

the second electrical signal, said buffer means having a
size proportional to NZId cos8/w*.

109. The system of claim 1, wherein each of the intensity
values stored for the second pixel and for its neighboring
pixel locations is an averaged intensity value over a neigh-
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borhood around each respective pixel location, and the
intensity value for the first pixel location derived by the
collecting and deriving means is an average of intensity
values over a neighborhood around the first pixel location.

110. The system of claim 1, said determining means
including a circuit for finding the maximum or minimum of
stored intensity values for the second pixel location and its
neighboring pixel locations in the reference image.

111. The method of claim 40, wherein each of the inten-
sity values stored for the second pixel and for its neighboring
pixel locations is an averaged intensity value over a neigh-
borhood around each respective pixel location, and the
intensity value for the first pixel location derived in the
collecting and deriving step is an average of intensity values
over a neighborhood around the first pixel location.

112. An inspection system for detecting anomalies on a
surface, comprising:

means for optically scanning the surface;

means for collecting light scattered by the surface and
deriving an intensity value for at least a first pixel
location from the collected light;

means for determining an error threshold for said at least
first pixel location from intensity values stored for at
least a corresponding second pixel location and its
neighboring pixel locations of a reference image of the
surface, said error threshold being determined by the
difference between two intensity values stored for the
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second pixel location and its neighboring pixel loca-
tions in the reference image; and

means for identifying anomalies by comparing the differ-
ence between the intensity value for the at least first
pixel location and that stored for the second pixel
location to said error threshold.
113. An inspection method for detecting anomalies on a
surface, comprising the steps of:

optically scanning the surface;

collecting light scattered by the surface and deriving an
intensity value for at least a first pixel location from the
collected light;

determining an error threshold for said at least first pixel
location from intensity values stored for at least a
corresponding second pixel location and its neighbor-
ing pixel locations of a reference image of the surface,
said error threshold being determined by the difference
between two intensity values stored for the second
pixel location and its neighboring pixel locations in the
reference image; and

identifying anomalies by comparing the difference
between the intensity value for the at least first pixel
location and that stored for the second pixel location to
said error threshold.



