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Abstract The synaptic transistor, which is a neuromorphic device with brain-like functions, has garnered significant attention

due to characteristics such as low energy consumption, high integration, multiple functions, and high computational efficiency.

However, the current synaptic transistor possesses a complicated structure and involves complex manufacturing steps, which

is not conducive to low-cost, large-scale bionic integration. Herein, we introduce a simple MoS2 synaptic transistor exhibiting

robust synaptic plasticity. This transistor utilizes magnetron sputtering manufacture to combine the process of device metal

electrode deposition and the introduction of defect states, which helps streamline the manufacturing process into a single step.

The long-term potentiation and long-term depression in photoelectric coordination are initially revealed. Subsequently, biological

functions, such as double pulse facilitation and the transformation behavior of short-term memory to long-term memory, are

thoroughly evaluated, along with learning-forgetting-relearning processes. Interestingly, the device exhibits robust synaptic

plasticity until incident light angles down to 30◦ to imitate the multi-to-one axon-cellular synapses. Finally, a classical simulation

of Pavlov’s dog conditioned reflex is demonstrated along with the multiview extraction applications. The experimental results

demonstrate a promising synaptic transistor with a simple structure, manufacturing technique, and excellent performance. This

further indicates the potential for large-scale integration of bionic neuromorphic systems.
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1 Introduction

With the advent of technological innovations such as artificial intelligence, big data, and 5G networks,
applications such as image and video processing have been largely simplified. Image and video process-
ing is a data-intensive application that involves significant data storage, transmission, computation, and
management requirements. However, the current computing field is largely dominated by the traditional
von Neumann architecture. This architecture separates the memory unit from the processing unit, which
results in issues such as the memory wall, heat wall, and the end of Moore’s law [1–3]. To address
the escalating demands for data computation, there is a growing interest in exploring new computing
architectures. Brain-like computing is an effective approach to overcome the bottleneck of the von Neu-
mann architecture. In the nervous system of the human brain, the neurons and synapses, which are
the fundamental units of information integration, form neural computing networks that enable effective
information transmission, exchange, and processing [4–6]. Similarly, the concept of optical synapses was
reported to enable simultaneous optical detection and synaptic functions by mimicking the operation
mode of the human retina to achieve highly efficient computing [7–13]. The artificial synaptic devices
can deliver low energy consumption, high integration, and efficient image processing capabilities suitable
for information perception, storage, and computation.

Artificial synaptic devices based on dual-terminal memory storage have garnered significant academic
interest due to characteristics such as simple structure and low energy consumption. However, the pro-
gramming terminals of such double-ended artificial synaptic devices are shared with the reading terminals,
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which may lead to weight destruction during data readout [14–17]. In contrast, three-terminal devices
can achieve lossless weight updates given that in these devices, the programming is separated from the
read terminal, and it usually operates as a field effect transistor (FET) device. The weight update of
these devices depends on the regulation of various charge storage mechanisms, such as floating gate,
ion regulation, and defect storage [17–24]. In terms of manufacturing technology, the realization of the
current reported synaptic transistors is primarily based on the foundational configuration of the FET
for secondary design. These methods involve inserting the floating gate layer, electrolyte layer, and the
channel material surface treatment [17–24]. A simple structure of the synaptic transistor may also be
realized by using ferroelectric material as the channel material [25, 26]. However, the synthesis of fer-
roelectric materials requires more precise stoichiometric ratios, temperature, atmosphere and pressure
conditions. Ferroelectric materials possess specific phase transition properties, and they involve complex
crystal structures and electrical bipolarities, which make it difficult to produce high-quality, large-size
samples [27]. Further, this results in a relatively complex structure and cumbersome manufacturing steps,
making them nonconducive to low-cost, large-scale bionic integration. This facilitates the need to design
a synaptic transistor with a simple structure that can be easily realized to achieve large-scale bionic
integration.

The practical feasibility of achieving synaptic plasticity by introducing defects to charge storage through
channel material processing has been experimentally verified by several researchers [20, 21]. In addition,
the bombardment of high-energy particles may easily cause defects in two-dimensional (2D) materials,
which has been reported in previous studies [28–31]. In this work, we propose a one-step manufacture of
MoS2 synaptic FET, wherein the high-energy metal particles by magnetron sputtering are employed to
simultaneously achieve a goal of metal electrode deposition and introduction of defects states. This helps
realize a simple MoS2 transistor with excellent synaptic plasticity. Then, we compare the synaptic plas-
ticity of the device by magnetron sputtering with interface defects and the device by metal transferring
without interface defects. It is found that only the former exhibits synaptic plasticity and corresponds
to long-term potentiation (LTP) and long-term depression (LTD) under photoelectric coordination. Bio-
logical simulations involving excitatory postsynaptic current, spike-rating dependent plasticity (SRDP),
and paired-pulse facilitation (PPF) for the proposed device are explored thoroughly next, demonstrating
its ability to realize the basic synaptic features. In addition, robust synaptic plasticity until incident light
angles down to 30◦ is achieved, which helps imitate the multi-to-one axon-cellular synapse. Finally, we
simulate two applications that can be realized using this one-step manufactured MoS2 synaptic FET,
including Pavlov’s dog conditioned response and multi-view extraction functions based on a 3 × 3 array.
The feature graph “X” from images affected by noise is successfully extracted.

2 Results and discussion

The interfacial contact between metal and MoS2 heavily depends on the metal preparation met-
hod [28–31]. When magnetron sputtering is used to deposit metal electrodes, metal atoms or clus-
ters with high kinetic energy collide with the molybdenum disulfide lattice at high speed during the
deposition process, easily forming covalent bonds with molybdenum disulfide or generating defects (Fig-
ure 1(a)) [28]. In contrast, when electrodes are prepared using metal transfer, the resulting metal/MoS2
interface is connected by van der Waals forces without strong hybridization (Figure 1(b)) [28, 30]. Both
methods are employed to manufacture MoS2 FETs to verify our hypothesis, with the specific preparation
process shown in Figure S1. Process (1) represents metal transfer, while process (2) depicts magnetron
sputtering. The thickness of the exfoliated two-dimensional material is thin and in good contact with
the metal electrode, as shown in Figure S2. The thickness of the MoS2 channel is about 6 nm for each
device, indicating that about five layers are mechanically exfoliated in the experiment (Figure S3). We
tested the basic photoelectric performance of the two devices, with results shown in Figure S4. When
the same laser power is used, the photocurrent increases as the incident light wavelength decreases. To
assess potential neuromorphic performance, we conducted an adjustment test of synaptic weights by ir-
radiating the two devices separately with paired pulsed lasers and recording the time-dependent current
changes (Figures 1(c) and (d)). It was observed that the MoS2 FET fabricated with magnetron sputtering
electrodes maintains synaptic plasticity under the influence of light, whereas the device fabricated with
metal transfer does not exhibit this effect. Furthermore, excitatory post-synaptic current (EPSC) tests
of the two devices also support these findings (Figure S5). To verify the reproducibility of the method,



Guo Y H, et al. Sci China Inf Sci January 2025, Vol. 68, Iss. 1, 112401:3

Figure 1 (Color online) Comparison of MoS2 transistors prepared by different methods. (a), (b) Schematic diagram of interface

contact at atoms level between metal and MoS2 under different preparation methods. The pink circle highlight the damaged

interface by sputtering metal. (c), (d) The optical pulse excited photo response for the two kinds of devices to observe the time-

dependent trend of current. (a), (c) is corresponding to the magnetron sputtering and (b), (d) is corresponding to the metal

transferring.

more devices were manufactured using both methods. The synaptic weight regulation and EPSC tests
were consistently reproduced (Figure S6). These results initially indicate that MoS2 FETs prepared with
magnetron sputtered metal electrodes indeed possess synaptic plasticity.

The different method for manufacture leads to contract performances in the synaptic weight regulation
test in Figure 1. In order to illustrate the synaptic plasticity mechanism in the sputtering device, we
perform the Raman spectroscopy for the MoS2. The fresh fabricated MoS2 and metal deposited one are
characterized respectively. Usually, MoS2 with nearly no defects exhibits a Raman response dominated
by two vibration modes: the in-plane E1

2g vibration and the out-of-plane A1g vibration at 532 nm [32–35].
When defects are present, a completely new vibration mode with unique characteristics is induced in the
Raman spectrum which will broaden the width of the characteristic peak and raise a new peak [36–38].
The Raman spectra of MoS2 before and after magnetron sputtering are shown in Figure 2(a). Two
typical characteristic peaks, E1

2g and A1g, are clearly observed at 384.25 and 408.48 cm−1, respectively.
Following magnetron sputtering treatment, the width of the two characteristic peaks increased, and a
shoulder appeared on the low-frequency side of peak E1

2g. Sub-peak fitting treatment at peak E1
2g revealed

a new characteristic peak at 381.24 cm−1 (Figure 2(b)), suggesting the presence of defects induced by the
sputtering process. The Raman spectra of MoS2 before and after metal transferring are shown in Fig-
ure 2(c). Peaks E1

2g and A1g are located at 383.96 and 408.08 cm−1, respectively. No new characteristic
peaks or broadened peak widths were observed in the Raman spectra between the two spectra, indicating
the absence of significant defects. These results imply that the synaptic plasticity of MoS2 transistors
prepared by magnetron sputtering is attributed to defects caused by high-energy particles bombardment
during the metal deposition process. Therefore, we have successfully realized the two steps including
the process of metal electrode deposition and defects states’ introduction to achieve synaptic plasticity
combining as one step, and then to achieve the simplify manufacture of the FET synaptic devices.

To gain a better understanding of the underlying mechanism behind the variation in channel current of
the two types of MoS2 transistors after illumination, we propose a physical model based on band theory
to elucidate this phenomenon. The device based on magnetron sputtering is depicted in Figure 2(d).
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Figure 2 (Color online) Mechanism of the synaptic plasticity. (a) Raman spectrum of MoS2 before and after magnetron sputtering.

(b) Peak fitting of the Raman spectrum in (a). (c) Raman spectra of MoS2 before and after metal transferring. Description of the

synaptic plasticity mechanism through the charge capture and release process by (d) magnetron sputtering and (e) metal transfer

technique.

A large number of photo-generated charge carriers are generated in the channel when MoS2 exposed to
light, electrons can be excited by photons to the conduction band, leaving holes in the valence band.
The concentration of electrons in the conduction band increases, and the carriers move between the
source-drain electrodes under the biased electric field. Due to the bombardment of magnetron sputtering
high-energy particles, there are a large number of S-vacancy defects at the interface between electrodes
and materials [28, 39, 40]. When the electrons move here, some of them are captured by the defect level
and are gradually released to participate in conducting electricity [41–44]. Therefore, the current increases
slowly during light illumination, and the conductance of the device will increase as the defect level is filled
(Figure 1(c)). When the light is turned off, the trapped electrons by the defect are gradually released
and combined with the hole, resulting in a gradual decrease in the device conductance and therefore a
slow decrease in current. The photocurrent obtained by the second illumination will be larger than that
obtained by the first illumination. This is because there are still some electrons produced by the previous
light pulse stimulation and trapped by the defect level, these electrons are slowly released and then moved
in the electric field until the lifetime is exhausted. These electrons have a superposition effect with the
carriers produced by the second illumination, resulting in an increased electron concentration and thus a
higher electric potential. After the light is turn off again, the reduction of conductance is a slow process
similar to the former period, so the device has a memory function and can achieve synaptic bionics
function. While a device based on the metal transferring exhibits a rapid increase in its current upon
exposure to light (Figure 2(e)). Since there are no trap levels in the MoS2 channel for charge storage,
the carriers rapidly recombine after illumination, resulting in lower electron concentration and thus lower
device conductance. This leads to a sharp decrease in the channel current, and the carrier superposition
effect under multiple pulses cannot be realized (Figure 1(d)). And electrons are not disturbed by defects
as they move, so conductance levels cannot be remembered.

To further explore the application potential of the MoS2 synaptic transistor manufactured by the
one-step method, we conducted bionic simulation tests of its synaptic characteristics. In the human
nervous system, synaptic plasticity is a fundamental function for the brain learning and memory activities,
allowing for the adjustment of synaptic weights through external stimuli [45]. The adjustment of synaptic
weights is an indispensable feature to realize the function of artificial synapses. The proposed MoS2
synaptic transistor is a three-terminal device, and its postsynaptic current (PSC) behavior can be adjusted
by the gate voltage. Therefore, the device can realize the process of optical writing and electric erasure.
As shown in Figure 3(a), the synaptic weight gradually increases after 12 consecutive optical pulses are
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Figure 3 (Color online) Biomimetic simulation of MoS2 synaptic transistor manufactured by one-step method. (a) Impulse

response test. (b) Double pulse facilitation (PPF = A2/A1). (c) PPF size depends on the time interval ∆t between the double

pulses. (d) Different pulse widths dominated EPSC of the device with the same pulse numbers. (e) Different pulse number

dominated EPSC of the device with the same pulse widths. (f) Learning-forget-relearning simulation process. The EPSC changes

of the device when stimulated by different numbers of pulses at (g) 90◦, (h) 60◦, and (i) 30◦.

defined as written. Subsequently, after the device is electrically erased by 12 gate voltage pulses, the PSC
of the device gradually decreases to the initial value. This decrease can be attributed to the acceleration
of carrier recombination induced by the gate voltage.

Double pulse facilitation (PPF) is a significant biological phenomenon wherein a synapse is subjected
to two identical external stimuli in a short period, resulting in a response current produced by the second
stimulus that is higher than that of the first. The ratio of the second current to the first current is
related to the time interval between the two stimuli [46–48]. Figure 3(b) illustrates PPF stimulated
by two continuous light pulses with a pulse interval of 10 s. PPF tests at different pulse intervals are
depicted in Figure S7, demonstrating that the PSC generated by the second pulse stimulation exceeds
the response current generated by the first pulse stimulation. This observation indicates the successful
simulation of PPF behavior. Additionally, the PPF index serves as an important parameter to evaluate
the performance of the synaptic device and can be described by the following formula:

PPF =
A2

A1
× 100%, (1)

where A2 and A1 represent EPSC values generated by the second input pulse signal and the first input
pulse signal respectively. The change of the PPF index of the MoS2 synaptic transistor with the time
interval is shown in Figure 3(c). Its magnitude decreases with the increase of the time interval, and then
gradually approaches the constant 1. This is because when the ∆t is large enough, the electron-hole pairs
in the channel have enough time to recombine and return the device to its equilibrium state. When PPF
= 1, it means that the maximum current value achieved by the two light pulse stimuli is the same, which
represents that the effect of the first stimulus has been completely forgotten. The attenuation trajectory
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of the PPF index can be described using a double exponential function, as follows [49]:

PPF = 1 + C1 × exp

(

−

t

τ1

)

+ C2 × exp

(

−

t

τ2

)

, (2)

where t represents the time interval, C1 and C2 are the coefficient factors, and τ1 and τ2 are the charac-
teristic relaxation time. Figure 3(c) shows that the PPF attenuation behavior of MoS2 synaptic transistor
is consistent with this equation. The data fitting results show that the values of τ1 and τ2 are 1.21 and
3.31 respectively, and τ1 is smaller than τ2, which accords with the response time of biological synapses.

Short-term memory (STM) and long-term memory (LTM) typically refer to distinct types of memory,
with the primary difference lying in memory duration [50, 51]. STM typically lasts for hundreds or
thousands of milliseconds, whereas LTM refers to a longer-lasting memory consolidation process. The
transition from STM to LTM often occurs through repeated rehearsal and training processes, where
memory strength depends on the intensity and frequency of learning [52]. MoS2 synaptic transistors
can be utilized to simulate this transition process, treating input light pulse stimulation as the training
process and the resulting PSC as the memory effect. Figure 3(d) depicts the EPSC changes of the device
at different pulse widths (685 nm, 1.4 µW·cm−2). It is observed that EPSC gradually increases with the
duration of the pulse, and the decay time becomes longer. This process mirrors the phenomenon observed
in the human brain after prolonged training, where synaptic weights increase, leading to the formation of
long-term memory. The SRDP behavior of the synapse is demonstrated in Figure 3(e), showing a similar
phenomenon in EPSCs with different pulse number devices, indicating that the transition from STM to
LTM was successfully simulated by increasing pulse width and number. The device manufactured in the
repeatability verification can also realize the behavior transformation of PPF and STM to LTM, as shown
in Figure S8.

In biology, the brain acquires new knowledge through a three-step process: learning, forgetting, and
relearning. It is often easier to recall previously learned information during relearning than during the
initial learning process. Figure 3(f) illustrates the learning, forgetting, and relearning process of the MoS2
synaptic transistor. In this process, the attenuation of the current after 20 light pulse inputs represents
the forgetting process. Remarkably, only 10 consecutive light pulses are needed to restore the MoS2
synaptic transistor to the storage level during the relearning process, which is half the number of light
pulses required during the initial learning process. This behavior closely mirrors the learning and memory
processes observed in the human brain.

In the nervous system, in addition to one-to-one axon-dendrite synapses, there are also multi-to-one
axon-cellular synapses. The synaptic nerve cell body typically receives synaptic input from multiple
other nerve axons originating from different directions. To simulate this phenomenon, we investigated
the synaptic plasticity of MoS2 synaptic transistors at 90◦, 60◦ and 30◦ with different pulse numbers
of lasers in the visible light band, as shown in Figures 3(g)–(i). In addition, we also carried out the
continuous change of the current of the device under the condition that the incident angle of the device
gradually becomes 0◦ from 90◦, as shown in Figure S9. The results indicate that under the three incident
angles, the device can exhibit transition behavior from STM to LTM with an increase in pulse number.
This suggests that the MoS2 synaptic transistor maintains good synaptic plasticity even at small incident
angle, which enable the imitation of the multi-to-one axon-cellular synapses by this proposed device.

Pavlov’s dog conditioning is the cognitive behavior of neural networks and it is a classical application
to demonstrate the performance of synaptic device (Figure 4(a)). Accordingly, Pavlov’s dog conditioning
is simulated by employing a gate voltage (+10 V) as a food (unconditioned) stimulus and a light pulse
(685 nm, 1.4 µW·cm−2) as a ringtone (conditioned) stimulus with the proposed one-step manufactured
MoS2 synaptic transistor. The pulse width and pulse interval are both set to 1000 ms. Before the training
period, 20 light stimuli are applied to the device and the synaptic weight remained below the threshold
value (65 nA), indicating the non-activation of salivation, as depicted in Figure 4(b). During the training
process, when a gate voltage of +10 V was applied to the device concurrently with 20 light stimuli, the
synaptic weight increased to 75 nA. At this point, the current surpassed the threshold current, signifying
the activation of salivation under food stimulation. Following the training, when only 20 light stimuli
were administered, the synaptic weight remained higher than the threshold, indicating the establishment
of an association between the food and the bell (Figure 4(c)).

Finally, to simulate image processing in the brain, a 3 × 3 synaptic transistor array is constructed to
achieve multi-view image feature extraction, as depicted in Figure S10. The width and interval of the
light pulses (685 nm, 1.15 µW·cm−2) used are 1 s. The pixels in the array were labeled as pixel 1 to
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Figure 4 (Color online) Conditioned reflex simulation and multi-view feature extraction. (a) Schematic diagram of the experiment

of a classic Pavlov dog; (b) before training; (c) during and after training; (d) the relationship between the current value and gray

value, the feature image is “X”; (e) the current change of pixel 1 under pulse stimulation; (f) current change of each pixel under

pulse stimulation; (g) the change of the grayscale image of pixel 1 and pixel 2 with pulse stimulation; (h) image feature extraction.

pixel 9, and the stimulation of the image to the pixels in the array varied. Specifically, the five pixels
corresponding to the feature image “X” received the same pulse stimulation, while pixels 2, 4, 6, and 8
received completely different pulse stimulation. Figure 4(d) shows the relationship between the current
value and the gray value, and the feature image is “X”. Additionally, Figure S11 displays six images
with noise, each sharing the common feature “X” and containing two noise points unique to that image.
When the six images are illuminated on the array in turn, pixel 1 will be stimulated by six consecutive
light pulses, as shown in Figure 4(e). The current after each stimulus increased compared to the previous
one, indicating continuous learning. Conversely, the light pulse stimulation of pixels 2, 4, 6, and 8 in the
non-feature image positions was discontinuous, as depicted in Figure S12. The increase in these currents
was minimal due to the learning and forgetting process, resulting in a progressively larger difference
between the currents of the two types of pixels (Figure 4(f)). When the current values were converted
to gray values, the increasing difference in current represented a noticeable color difference. As depicted
in Figure 4(g), the image color of pixel 1 continues to deepen, while the image color of pixel 2 does not
change in the same way. Figure 4(h) illustrates the feature extraction of the images. After training, a
significant contrast between the feature points and noise points was observed. After 10 s of forgetting,
the common feature “X” across the six images was ultimately obtained. Thus, adjusting the frequency of
light can enhance the contrast of grayscale images, holding promising prospects for analog neuromorphic
vision systems.

3 Experiment methods

Device fabrication. First, the n+ Si/SiO2 substrate is cleaned with acetone, ethanol, and deionized
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water. Subsequently, two-dimensional MoS2 was deposited on the substrate using the mechanical exfoli-
ation and dry transfer method. Then, two different approaches are integrated to fabricate the electrodes.
The first one involves the utilization of ultraviolet lithography (MicroTec SUSS MJB4) and magnetron
sputtering (Discovery 635) to fabricate the source and drain electrodes (Au 70 nm) on the MoS2 sur-
face. The second approach involves the use of ultraviolet lithography and metal film transferred method,
wherein the thickness of the transferred source and drain electrodes is also 70 nm.

Device characterization. The optical images of the MoS2 FET were obtained using an optical
microscope. The thickness of molybdenum disulfide was determined using the Atomic Force Microscope
(Bruker multimode 8). The Raman spectra of molybdenum disulfide were obtained using the Raman
technique (WITec alpha300). An LED laser light source and a waveform generator are used to produce
light pulse stimulation. A semiconductor device analyzer (B1500A) is used to collect the electrical
measurements of all devices.

4 Conclusion

In summary, we propose a one-step manufactured MoS2 synaptic transistor, which combines the metal
electrode deposition with the introduction of defect states to simplify the preparation process and struc-
ture of the synaptic FET. Through experimental validation, we have confirmed the feasibility of the
proposed approach. We conducted comprehensive studies on the synaptic plasticity of the one-step MoS2
synaptic transistor. Our device exhibits both the LTP and LTD under photoelectric coordination. Fur-
thermore, we thoroughly investigated the biological simulation of the device, which helped achieve the
transformation of PPF and short-term memory to long-term memory. It is worth noting that our artificial
synapses emulate functions akin to human learning, forgetting, and relearning. Moreover, the fabricated
devices exhibit robust synaptic plasticity across various incident light angles, demonstrating the capability
of a multi-to-one axon-cellular synapse imitation. Finally, we successfully simulate the classic Pavlovian
dog conditioned reflex, and we demonstrate the functionality of multiview feature extraction in image
processing. The results indicate a great potential of the proposed one-step manufacture MoS2 synaptic
FET for future huge-scale bionic integration with standard and simple integrated circuits manufacture
technology.
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