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Flying electron spin control gates

Paul L. J. Helgers1,2, James A. H. Stotz 1,3 , Haruki Sanada2, Yoji Kunihashi2,
Klaus Biermann1 & Paulo V. Santos 1

The control of "flying” (ormoving) spin qubits is an important functionality for
the manipulation and exchange of quantum information between remote
locations on a chip. Typically, gates based on electric or magnetic fields pro-
vide the necessary perturbation for their control either globally or at well-
defined locations. Here, we demonstrate the dynamic control of moving
electron spins via contactless gates that move together with the spins. The
concept is realized using electron spins trapped and transported by moving
potential dots defined by a surface acoustic wave (SAW). The SAW strain at the
electron trapping site, which is set by the SAWamplitude, acts as a contactless,
tunable gate that controls the precession frequency of the flying spins via the
spin-orbit interaction. We show that the degree of precession control in
moving dots exceeds previously reported results for unconstrained transport
by an order of magnitude and is well accounted for by a theoretical model for
the strain contribution to the spin-orbit interaction. This flying spin gate per-
mits the realization of an acoustically driven optical polarization modulator
based on electron spin transport, a key element for on-chip spin information
processing with a photonic interface.

The spinfield-effect transistorproposedbyDatta andDas1 relies on the
precession of moving (or flying) electron spins around the effective
magnetic field B

!
SOðkÞ associated with the spin-orbit (SO) interaction,

which depends on electron momentum ℏk. B
!

SO can be electrically
controlled by anelectrostatic gate via the Bychkov-Rashba effect2, thus
opening the way for dynamic spin manipulation by electric fields. Spin
transistors based on the electrical spin control have so far been
demonstrated only for ballistic spin transport along short (<2μm)
channels3,4.

SO-based spin control over long transport distances, which nor-
mally takes place in the diffusive regime, faces two main challenges.
The first is D’yakonov-Perel’ (DP) spin dephasing5 associated with the
momentum-dependence of B

!
SO. Approaches to reduce DP spin

dephasing and enable long-range spin transport lengths (ℓs) include
the engineering the SO interaction6–11 as well as exploitation of
motional narrowing effects5. The latter takes advantage of the inverse
dependence of the DP dephasing rate on the carrier scattering time,
which can be achieved via increased momentum scattering by
impurities12 or at the boundaries of narrow transport channels

(i.e., channel widths less than the precession period, LSO under B
!

SO).
This latter approach has been realized using quantumwire channels13,14

as well as by enclosing the spins within moving potential dots15,16.
The second major challenge for spin control is to devise field

configurations to drive spin motion and, simultaneously, generate a
tunable B

!
SO for controlled spin precession. An elegant solution is

offered by the carrier transport bymoving potential dots produced by
a surface acoustic wave (SAW) along a one-dimensional (1D) channel.
Figure 1 depicts an example based on a quantumwire (QWR) transport
channel. Here, the moving piezoelectric potential modulation pro-
duced by the SAW stores spin-polarized electrons and holes excited by
a circularly polarized optical beam at different SAW subcycles and
transports them with the acoustic velocity. The spatial separation of
electrons and holes prevents recombination17 and, simultaneously,
also suppresses spin relaxation due to the electron-hole exchange
interaction18. The ambipolar SAW transport can thus transfer electron
spins over long distances (up to 100μm) while enabling optical spin
readout by detecting the polarization of photons emitted by the
recombination of the transported carriers16,19–22.
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Concomitantly with the transport, the SAW strain23–27 and piezo-
electric fields at the carrier location induce a B

!
SO contribution, which

moves congruently with the carriers [cf. Fig. 1]. The SAW amplitude
acts, therefore, as a contactless, flying spin gate, which dynamically
controls the rate of spin precession during transport. In this work, we
demonstrate that long-range acoustic transport can be combined with
a high degree of dynamic control of the spin precession rate (by over
250%) if the flying spins are transported while confined within micron-
sized moving potential dots. This degree of precession control
exceeds by over an order of magnitude previous results for acoustic
transport in 2D quantumwell (QW) channels21,28. We also show that the
precession rate is mainly mediated by the acoustic strain imparted by
the SAW in the storage phase of the electron spins during transport.
The latter essentially enables the carrierwave to also act as a flying spin
gate controlled by the SAW amplitude.

The study addresses two types of acoustically defined, moving
potential dots. In one system, the dots are formed by propagating a
SAW along a quasi-planar GaAs QWR [as illustrated in Fig. 1]. We have
also investigated spin transport and manipulation in moving potential
dots created by the interfering piezoelectric fields of orthogonal SAW
beams (denoted as dynamic quantum dots, DQDs15,29). For both types
ofmoving dots, we experimentally demonstrate flying spin gates using
optically excited spins that can be acoustically transported over large
distances (tens of microns) with the spin precession rate controlled
over a wide dynamic range by the SAW amplitude (Section: Results)
and, notably, without external electric or magnetic fields. The mea-
sured precession rates are well accounted for by an analytical model
for the SO fields generated by the SAW strain and piezoelectric fields,
from which the strain-related SO parameters can be experimentally
determined (Section: SAW-related spin-orbit fields). As a further check
of consistency, we show that spin precession rates and their depen-
dence on the acoustic fields are also in good agreement with micro-
scopic calculations of the spin splittings under the SAW field using a
tight-binding approach. Interestingly, while the moving dot geometry
enables precession control, a substantial enhancement of the spin
lifetime due tomotional narrowing is only observed for the DQDs. The
limited spin lifetimes in the QWRs, in contrast, is attributed to the fact
that the positive impact of lateral confinement on the spin lifetime is
offset by spin scattering at the lateral, compositional interfaces. Even

so, the dramatic ability of the flying spin gates to control the preces-
sion frequency by the SAW amplitude demonstrates a processor for
optically encoded polarization information based on the dynamic
control of electron spins during acoustic transport.

Results
Acoustic spin transport
The structure of the QWR samples is illustrated in Fig. 2a. As described
in the Methods section, the GaAs QWRs are fabricated by combining
steps of surface patterning andovergrowthbymolecularbeamepitaxy
(MBE). In this process, the growth of an (Al,Ga)As/GaAs/(Al,Ga)As QW
stack over a patterned ridge leads to the formation of a thicker GaAs
region (theQWR) at the ridge sidewalls, which is electrically connected
to the QW30. The photoluminescence (PL) features of the sample are
summarized in Fig. 2b. Here, the red and black curves compare PL
spectra recorded under confocal excitation and detection on the QW
region and on the ridge sidewall (corresponding to the QWRposition),
respectively. The former shows a single PL line at 1.546 eV with a
linewidth (full-width-at-half-maximum, FWHM) of 4 meV associated
with the electron-heavy hole QW exciton. The spectrum recorded on
the ridge sidewall shows the excitonic emission from the QWR at
1.521 eV with a FWHM of 4.6meV together with a second line at
1.548 eV (FWHM of 5.4meV). The latter stems from the QW regions
near the QWR, which are slightly thinner than those further from the
ridge sidewalls30. The energy difference between the two lower lying
lines yields a lateral confinement energy for electrons (holes) in the
QWR of approximately 22meV (4meV).

The optical detection of acoustically driven spin transport along
the QWR is illustrated in Fig. 2c–e. The experiments were carried out
using the geometry depicted in the upper right panel by exciting spins
using a right-hand circularly polarized laser beam with energy below
the QW resonance. The black and red profiles display the spatial dis-
tribution of the integrated PL from the QWR [detection window from
1.517 eV to 1.526 eV, cf. Fig. 2a] with right- (I↺PL) and left-hand (I↻PL) cir-
cular polarizations, respectively. In the absence of a SAW [Fig. 2c], the
emission is restricted to the regions around the excitation spot and has
a net right-hand circular polarization. Since hole-spin relaxation is
typically much faster than the one for electrons31, the PL polarization
ρs = ðI↺PL � I↻PLÞ=ðI↺PL + I↻PLÞ essentially reflects the electron spin

Fig. 1 | Flying control gate for electron spins. A surface acoustic wave (SAW)
excited by an interdigital acoustic transducer (IDT) is applied along a quasi-one
dimensional (1D) semiconductor channel. The piezoelectric potential of the SAW
creates moving, quasi-zero dimensional (0D) potential dots, which capture spin-
polarized electrons and holes excited by a circularly polarized laser beam and

transport them along the channel with the SAW velocity. Simultaneously, the SAW
strainfield induces aneffective spin-orbitmagneticfieldBSO at the carrier transport
sites with amplitude proportional to the SAW field. The latter acts as a flying spin
gate to control the spin precession rate.
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dynamics. The PL profiles can be fitted with a Gaussian characterized
by a FWHM of 4μm. The increased spatial PL spread compared to the
size of the laser spot is attributed to the diffusion of the spin polarized
carriers along the QWR axis.

Figure 2d, e displays the corresponding profiles acquired in the
presence of a SAW that captures the spin polarized carriers and
transports them to trap centers at xQWR= 10μm, where the electrons
and holes recombine. The trapping and recombination centers are
defect regions along theQWR30. The trappingmechanism,which leads
to emission at the same energy as the QWR, is attributed to carrier
capture at centers at the interface between theQW (or QWR) layer and
the (Al,Ga)As barrier layers assisted by the transverse component of
the SAW piezoelectric field, Fz30,32. These centers can capture carriers
of one polarity during one half-cycle of the SAW and release them
during the passage of carriers of the opposite polarity in the sub-
sequent SAW half-cycle when Fz reverses its sign. The centers provide
efficient recombination centers to stop the transport and monitor the
PLpolarization. Note that the PLpolarization depends on the transport
distance Δx changing from right- [Fig. 2e] to left-hand circular polar-
ization [Fig. 2d] as Δx increases from 5 to 10μm. This is due to the
larger precession angle under the SO field accumulatedwhile traveling
a longer distance.

Spin precession control
The procedure depicted in Fig. 2c–e was applied to determine the
spatial dependence of the spin polarization ρs on the SAW amplitude.
Figure 3 summarizes ρs profiles for acoustic transport for the three
geometries illustrated in the corresponding upper panels: (a) along
the QW, (b) along the QWR and (c) using DQDs. For the QW and QWR,
the transport distance x is along the [110]-direction, but it is along the
[010]-direction for the DQDs. In all cases, ρs oscillates with a period

that reduces with increasing SAW amplitudes thus demonstrating the
operation principle of the acoustic spin gate. In particular, a distinct
reversal of the spin polarization can be observed for both the QWR
(x = 12.5μm)andDQD (x = 25μm)geometries, with the latter occurring
well within the spin coherence length of transport.

The solid lines arefits of the experimental data to an exponentially
decaying cosine function of the form

ρsðxÞ=ρsð0Þ cos
ΩSO

vSAW
Δx

� �
e�Δx=‘s : ð1Þ

The fit parameters are the total SO angular precession frequency ΩSO

as well as the characteristic spin transport length ℓs. ΩSO can be
expressed in terms of the oscillation period LSO = 2πvSAW/ΩSO. The
values of ℓs and ΩSO obtained from the fits are displayed as filled
symbols in Fig. 4 as a function of the SAWamplitude (stated in termsof
the amplitude of the uniaxial strain component uxx,0 /

ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
PSAW

p
, where

PSAW is the SAW linear power density defined as the ratio between the
acoustic power and the SAW beam width). For the QWR (solid red
dots), ℓs ~ 7μm is independent of the SAW amplitude, and this value is
equal to the one measured in the absence of a SAW (see Supplemen-
tary Information Section SM3). In contrast, ℓs for the QW (solid black
squares) increases with SAW power [cf. Fig. 4a]–a behavior which will
be further addressed below. For the DQDs (solid green triangles), ℓ is
considerably larger and comparable to the maximum measured
transport distance.

The open symbols in Fig. 4b display, for comparison, values for
ΩSO in QWs and DQDs reported in previous studies, which cover a
much narrower range of acoustic amplitudes than the new results
represented by filled symbols presented here. A remarkable finding is
the wide degree of control ofΩSO by the SAW amplitude for transport

QWR QW
excitation

energy

1.51 1.52 1.53 1.54 1.55 1.63

PL
 (n

or
m

.)

energy (eV)

sidewall

-5 0 15

PL
 in

te
ns

ity

Δx

remote
PL

trap

5 10

SAW

no SAWc

d

e

QWR

SAW
QW

λSAW

(Al,G
a)As barrie

r

GaAs (001)

QWR

L

xQWR (μm)

x || [
110]

]100[||
z

y || [110]
a

b

PL

QW

Fig. 2 |Opticallydetected transportof spins inplanarquantumwires. aSidewall
quantumwires (QWRs) formedby the epitaxial overgrowth of a quantumwell (QW)
on a GaAs (001) substrate structured with shallow ridges30. The QWRs are 200nm-
wide and have a length defined by photolithography, which is typically several tens
of microns long. Photoexcited carriers are transported along the QWR by surface
acoustic waves (SAWs) generated by interdigital acoustic transducers (IDTs).
b Photoluminescence (PL) spectra recorded outside (red) and on (black) a ridge

sidewall showing the emission lines of the QW (1.548 eV) and QWR (1.521 eV),
respectively. c–e Profiles of the right (black, I↺PL) and left (red, I↻PL) circularly
polarized PL along the QWR axis (xQWR coordinate) recorded under the config-
uration illustrated in the upper panel (c) in the absence and (d, e) under a SAW. The
PL was excited by a right-circularly polarized laser spot focused at xQWR = 0 for (c)
and (d), and at xQWR = 4.5μm for (e).
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both along the QWRs and by DQDs. In these structures, ΩSO increases
by as much as 220% and 70% with increasing SAW amplitude, respec-
tively. These ranges of precession control far exceed those in previous
reports, where the SAW-induced changes are limited to typically less
than 10%. The QWRs and DQDs thus act as tunable spin logic and
polarization modulators, where the tunability is provided by the
acoustic amplitude. Furthermore, the strong ΩSO dependence on
the acoustic amplitude in QWRs and DQDs contrasts with the one in
the QWs studied here (solid squares), where ΩSO remains within a
range of± 15% with no clear trend with increasing SAW amplitude.

SAW-related spin-orbit fields
In order to quantify the SOfields inducedby the SAW,wefirst note that
the strain field of a Rayleigh SAW along ~x∣∣½110� consists of two uniaxial
strain components uxx = uxx,0 cosðϕSAWÞ and uzz =uzz,0 cosðϕSAWÞ as
well as a phase-shifted shear component uxz =uxz,0 sinðϕSAWÞ33. Here,
~z∣∣½001� is the QW growth axis, ϕSAW = (kSAWx −ωSAWt) is the SAW
phase, and kSAW = 2π/λSAW and ωSAW are the SAW wave vector and
angular frequency, respectively. During transport, the SAW piezo-
electric potential ΦSAW =ΦSAW ,0 cosðϕSAWÞ captures electrons around
the SAW phase ϕSAW =0 corresponding to the minimum piezoelectric
energy, as illustrated in Fig. 5a. In the following analysis, wewill assume
that the electron spins remain stored around these phases during the
transport, where the transverse piezoelectric field Fz also attains its
maximum value (see Supplementary Information Section SM6).

The lateral dimensions of the QWRs and DQDs are much larger
than the QWR (or QW) thickness. For the determination of the ΩSO in
QWRs and DQDs, we will neglect the role of the lateral confinement
(and of the lateral interfaces) and assume that ΩSO is essentially equal
to the one in aQWof the same thickness.We now address the different
SO mechanisms acting on spins acoustically transported along the x-
direction of a QW with the SAW velocity vSAW. The effective electron
wave vector kx =m*vSAW/ℏ is determined by the effective electronmass
m* (ℏ is the reduced Planck’s constant) (see Supplementary Informa-
tion Section SM4). The bulk inversion asymmetry (BIA) of the III-V
lattice induces an intrinsic SO field (the Dresselhaus term34), which
leads to the precession of the moving spins with an angular frequency
_ΩD ~ γkx π=wz

� �2. Here,wz denotes the extension of the electronwave

function along z. The structural inversion asymmetry (SIA) induced by
the SAWgives rise toprecessioncomponents related to the strainfield,
_ΩS =

1
2C3uxxkx

20, as well as to the piezoelectric field Fz, ℏΩR = 2r41Fzkx.
The terms γ, r41, and C3 are material parameters quantifying the
strength of the different SO contributions (cf. Supplementary Infor-
mation Section SM4). The previous expressions can be combined such
that the spin precession frequency amplitude for transport by a single
SAW beam (ΩSO) and by DQDs (ΩðDQDÞ

SO ) can be stated as20,21:

ΩSO =ΩDŷ� ðΩR +ΩSÞŷ ð2Þ

ΩðDQDÞ
SO =

ffiffiffi
2

p
ΩDx̂

0 � 2ðΩR +ΩSÞŷ0 ð3Þ

In Eq. (3), x̂0 =x� y and ŷ0 =x+ y are the unit vectors parallel and
perpendicular to the DQD propagation while ΩR and ΩS refer to pre-
cession frequencies for a single SAW beam along x̂. The

ffiffiffi
2

p
term in

second equation arises from the fact that the propagation velocity of
the DQDs equals to the vector sum of the velocities of the individual
SAW beams. Note that while the SAW-dependent fields ΩR and ΩS are
colinear to the BIA contribution ΩD for acoustic transport along the
x̂-direction in the QW and QWR, they are orthogonal to ΩD for
transport by DQDs.

Since Fz∝ uxx (and, hence, ΩR∝ΩS), Eq. (2) predicts a linear
dependence of ΩSO on the SAW amplitude. For a quantitative com-
parison, we first note that while γ = (17 ± 2) × 10−30 eVm3 29 and
r41 = − (59 ± 7) × 10−21 em2 20 have well-established values, the reported
values of the strain-related parameter C3 span a wide range (e.g., from
0.81 eVnm in n-type doped bulk GaAs24,26 to 0.31 eVnm in a GaAs(001)
QW27). The red solid line in Fig. 4b is a fit of Eq. (2) to our QWR data
(filled symbols), from which we determine C3 = ( − 2.6 ± 0.1) eVnm
(details in Supplementary Information Section SM6). While larger than
previously reported values, this C3 value also reproduces very well the
measured data for DQDs, as indicated by the green line in the figure.
The good quality of the fit also supports the assumption that the
electrons remain around the phase ϕSAW =0 during transport.

The solid line in Fig. 5b displays the dependence of ΩSO on SAW
phase (ϕSAW) as predicted by Eq. (2) for a QWR under PSAW = 100W/m.
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Fig. 3 | Acoustic control of the precession rate of moving spins. Spin polariza-
tion, ρs, during transport along (a) a quantum well (QW, excitation wavelength
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along the [010]-direction (DQDs). The curves correspond to different SAW linear
power densities, PSAW.
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Thedifferent contributionsΩD,ΩS, andΩR are compared in Fig. 5c. The
total spin-orbitfieldΩSO oscillates aroundanaverage value given byΩD

following the harmonic dependence of the SAW-related fields ΩS and
ΩR, which have opposite signs. The amplitude of the strain-related
contribution ∣ΩS∣ is much larger than the one due to the piezoelectric
field (i.e., ΩR) and also exceeds the phase-independent Dresselhaus
contribution ΩD.

Tight-binding calculations of the spin splittings
In order to corroborate the predictions of the analytical model, we
have also calculated the SO field ΩSO in QWs using the tight-binding
(TB) method35,36. In the TB calculations, the effects of the lateral con-
finement were neglected and the QWRs modeled as a thick QW (i.e.,
with a thickness equal to the one of theQWRused in the experiments).
Thedots in Fig. 5b compare theTBpredictions for theΩSOdependence
on ϕSAW in a QWR with the analytical model of the previous section

(i.e., Eq. (2)). The two procedures give an oscillatory behavior for ΩSO

with a sligthly smaller modulation amplitude for the TB case.
To compare the TB results with the experiments, we again assume

that the electrons are stored around the phases ϕSAW =0 of minimum
electronic piezoelectric energy − eΦSAW [cf. Fig. 5a]. The SAW ampli-
tude dependence of ΩSO at these phases as determined by the TB
method for different SAW amplitudes is displayed by the ⋆’s con-
nected by dashed lines in Fig. 4b for the QWR (curve labeled as TB-
QWR) and QW (TB-QW). The two lines have the same slope since the
strain and electric field related contributions toΩSO do not depend on
the thickness of the structures. They are vertically displaced due to the
larger Dresselhaus contribution for the QW structure with narrower
QWs. The sign of the effective C3 parameter determined by the TB
method agrees with the experiments, thus reproducing the increase of
the precession rate with SAW amplitude. Its magnitude ∣C3∣ = 1.65
eVnm is slightly (33%) smaller than the experimentally determined
one, but still well above previously published experimental values.

Dimensionality effects on the spin dynamics
One interesting observation in connection with Figs. 3 and 4a is that
the spin transport lengths in the QWRs aremuch shorter than the ones
in the DQDs, despite themuch smaller lateral confinement dimensions
in the former structures. To understand the impact of the lateral
confinement andmotional narrowing effects on the spin dynamics, we
have carried out Monte-Carlo simulations of the acoustic spin trans-
port for channels with different widths wy (for details, see Supple-
mentary Information Section SM7). The results are summarized in
Fig. 6. As expected from motional narrowing in the regime of 1D spin
transport (i.e., for wy < L

ð2DÞ
SO ), ℓs increases with decreasing channel

width as ‘s / w�nw with nw = 2 13. This dependence of ℓs applies to both
BIA and SIA SO fields.

Assuming Lð2DÞSO = ‘s ~ 12μm (as for the QW in Fig. 4), the previous
expressions predicts an increase of ℓs by a factor of ð2Lð2DÞSO =λSAWÞ

2
~ 18

for electron spins enclosed in DQDs defined by SAW beams with a
wavelength λSAW = 5.6μm. Such an increase qualitatively explains the
long spin transport lengths measured for DQDs. The same expression
also yields huge spin lifetimes and transport lengths for the much
narrower QWRs, which are, however, not observed in the experiments.
A possible explanation lies on the nature of the lateral confinement
potential: while purely electrostatic for DQDs, it is imposed by struc-
tural interfaces in theQWRs. Spindephasingdue to frequent scattering
events at these interfaces (known as Elliot-Yafet processes37), as pre-
viously postulated for QWRs14,38, as well as interface-related SO fields
may thus limit ℓs in structural channels.

A further remarkable experimental result is the weak dependence
of the spin precession rateΩSO on SAW amplitude in QW structures as
compared to QWRs and DQDs [cf. Figs. 3a and 4b]. This behavior also
contrasts with the TB predictions as well as with the model leading
to Eq. (2), which predicts the same linear dependence ΩSO for
both QWR and QW structures. Furthermore, it is at odds with the
Monte-Carlo simulations illustrated in Fig. 6b, which yield the depen-
dence of the spin precession frequency on channel width. Here,
rΩSO

=ΩSOðwyÞ=ΩSOðwy ! 1Þ is the ratio between the precession fre-
quencies in a channel with finite width wy to the one in an uncon-
strained channel. One finds that rΩSO

is essentially independent of the
channel width. This result, which applies for SO fields of both BIA and
SIA symmetries, can be qualitatively understood by taking into
account that the spin precession rate ΩSO(wy) along the SAW propa-
gation direction (x) is determined by the carrier velocity component
along x, which remains equal to the SAWvelocity as the carriers diffuse
in the lateral direction (see Supplementary Information Section SM7).

We now briefly address a mechanism that can account for the
weak dependenceofΩSO on SAWamplitude observed for theQW. This
mechanism is based on fluctuations in the storage phase ϕSAW of the
carriers in the SAW potential during the transport. The driving force

a

b

QW
QWR

DQD

Fig. 4 | Spin dynamics under acoustic fields. a Spin transport length, ℓs, and
b angular precession frequency, ΩSO, as a function of the strain amplitude uxx,0 for
transport along the QW (10 nm thick, black solid squares), QWR (red solid dots),
and DQDs (30 nm thick QW, green solid triangles) investigated in this work. The
error bars represent the standard deviation in determining the fitted parameters.
The solid red line in (b) is a fit of the QWR data to Eq. (2); the green curve super-
imposed on the solid triangles is the prediction of Eq. (3) for the DQDs using the C3

parameter determined from the fit. Note that for the DQDs, the horizontal axis is
the strain amplitude per acoustic beam and the ΩSO values were scaled by a factor
of 1=

ffiffiffi
2

p
to account for the higher transport velocity as compared to the QW or

QWR (cf. Eqs. (2) and (3)). The open and solid⋆'s yield theΩSO obtained from tight-
binding (TB) calculations for the studied QWs (TB-QW) and QWRs (TB-QWR),
respectively. The dashed lines in (a) are guides to the eye. The open symbols in (b)
represent previously reported data for spin transport by a single SAW21 (series of
open squares at uxx =0.2 × 10−4), DQDs in a 20nm thick QW21 (series of open
triangles at uxx =0.2 × 10−4), as well as for DQDs in a 20 nm-thick QW29 (orange
triangle).
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for the acoustic transport is the longitudinal component of the
SAW piezoelectric field given by Fx = − e∂ΦSAW/∂x. In the previous
sections, we have assumed that the electron spins remain at the
SAW phase �ϕSAW =0 corresponding to the minimum of the piezo-
electric energy − eΦSAW, as illustrated in Fig. 5a. At these phases,
however, Fx vanishes. To sustain a steady-state motion at the SAW
velocity, both electrons (superscript e) and holes (h) must concentrate

around a phase �ϕ
ðiÞ
SAW (i = e, h) of the SAW potential satisfying

sinð�ϕðiÞ
SAWÞ= rðiÞd = vSAW=ðμðiÞFzÞ [rather than at ϕSAW =0, cf. Fig. 5a].

At these phases, the SAW-induced SO fields are reduced by a factor

cosð�ϕðiÞ
SAWÞ=

ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
1� ðrðiÞd Þ2

q
with respect to their maximum atϕSAW =0. As

a result, the effective spin precession frequency reduces and becomes
dependent on the effective carrier mobility. Due to the narrower
thickness wz, the transport mobility μ(i) in the QWs is expected to be
lower than in the QWR and DQD cases (the ambipolar mobility scales
withw�6

z in undopedQWs39), thus reducing the SAW-induced SO fields
relative to theDresselhaus contribution. According to thismechanism,
the lower efficiency of the spin gates in the QW arises from the lower
ambipolar mobility relative to the QWR and the DQDs due to its
smaller thickness. Asmentioned in connectionwith Fig. 4a, ℓs increases
with SAW power for the spins in the QW, thus indirectly indicating a
connection between the mobility and the spin dynamics. Further stu-
dies are, however, required to quantify the impact of this effect.

Discussion
In thiswork,wehavedemonstrated the ability to acoustically transport
and, simultaneously, control the polarization of electrons spins stored
withinmovingpotential dots defined by SAWs inGaAsQWs andQWRs.
Within the flying control gates, the spins precess around a SAW-
induced SO field, and the precession rate can be dynamically changed
by a factor of over 2.5 by varying the SAW amplitude, which enabled
the controlled flip of the spin polarization. The experimental results
for the precession rates markedly exceed previous results and agree
well with the predictions of an analytical model for the SAW-induced
spin-orbit fields as well as with microscopic tight-binding calculations.
The latter of which enables a precise determination of the strain rela-
ted spin-orbit parameters.

We have also addressed the mechanisms governing spin relaxa-
tion in QWRs while considering the role of the carrier mobility and of
the lateral interfaces on the spin dynamics. Here, the shorter spin
transport lengthsmeasured in structurally definedQWRs as compared
to electrostatically defined DQDs are attributed to spin dephasing via
frequent scattering at the lateral (Al,Ga)As interfaces. The latter

Fig. 6 | Dimensionality effects on spin dephasing. a Spin transport length, ℓs, and
(b) precession frequency ratio rΩSO

=ΩSOðwyÞ=ΩSOðwy ! 1Þ as a function of the
channel width, wy, as determined from Monte-Carlo simulations of the acoustic
spin transport under SO fields with BIA and SIA symmetries. The dashed line in
a sketches themotional narrowing prediction (see text for details). The simulations
were carried out assuming a mobility μ = 4m2/(Vs) and temperature T = 10 K.

a

b

c

TB
Eq. (2)

Fig. 5 | Tight-binding calculations of the spinprecession rate. SAWphase (ϕSAW)
dependence of the (a) electronic piezoelectric energy ( − eΦSAW, dotted blue line)
and of the (b) electron-spin precession frequency determined by the tight-binding
(TB) approach for a QWwith the same thickness as the QWRunder PSAW= 100W/m
(dots). The solid red line yields the total SO field ΩSO obtained from the analytical

approximation of Eq. (2). ΩD (dashed green line) is the Dresselhaus contribution.
c The green dashed (ΩD), dotted red (ΩS), and dot-dashed blue (ΩR) curves are the
corresponding Dresselhaus, strain, and piezoelectrically induced Rashba con-
tributions, respectively.
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apparently offsets the spin lifetime enhancements expected from
motional narrowing in 1D channels, in agreement with a previous
report for etch-defined wires with widths in the micron range14,38.
Details of the spin scatteringmechanisms in our growth-definedQWRs
are, however, presently unknown and calls for additional structural
studies of the QWR interfaces as well as optimization of the growth
conditions.Note, however, thatwhileDQDs exhibit long spin transport
lengths,QWRs enable awider rangeofdynamicprecession control due
to the fact that the SAW-dependent SO fields are colinear with the
intrinsic Dresselhaus contribution.

The high degree of spin control in QWRs andDQDs demonstrated
here enables dynamic control by simply changing the acoustic ampli-
tude of the carrier wave. An obvious and important advantage is that
both spin transport and manipulation can be performed through this
flying spin gate in a single structure (e.g., a QWR) without requiring
extra components (e.g., electrostatic gates for Rashba spin control).
While the purely electrostatic spin control can be implemented for
short transport channels3,4, it is not straight-forward to devise gates
configuration to achieve the same functionalities in long channels,
such as those required for materials with a weak Rashba SO coupling
(such as GaAs). The experiments in Fig. 3b, c directly illustrate an
electro-optical polarizationmodulator based on spin gating, which is a
photonic version of the Datta-Das spin transistor. Here, the circular
polarization of the PL can be set to an arbitrary value by simply varying
the SAW amplitude.

The acoustic spin control technique introduced here also applies
to single spins. Proposals for information processing using flying
qubits have been reported40–42. The flying spins can also be converted
to static qubits via capture into two-level centers placed within the
transport path. Such a captureprocess has already been demonstrated
for unpolarized carriers and applied for the generation of single pho-
tons at GHz rates15,43. The combination with dynamic spin control
would then enable the generation of single photon trains with con-
trolled polarization.

Finally, the dynamic spin control mediated by the SAW strain field
could also apply to the unipolar acoustic transport of single (or of a
few) electron spins, where spins are typically transported in electro-
statically gated channels defined in a two-dimensional electron gas22.
There are, however, a few differences worth mentioning to the ambi-
polar transport of electrons and holes investigated here. First, the so-
far achieved spin transport distances for unipolar transport (of a
few microns) are much shorter than the ones demonstrated here.
Large spin precession angles would then require stronger acoustic
fields or, alternatively, materials with a large SO coupling (e.g., InGaAs
channels, as used in the purely electrostatic and ballistic spin
transistors3,4). Second, the ambipolar transport in undoped channels
demonstrated here provides a natural and direct interface between
electron spins and polarized photons. In unipolar systems, such a
photonic interface requires an additional arrangement for the supply
of holes, as recently reported in ref. 44. In this way, both the uni- and
ambipolar acoustic transport systems can realize a spin-based quan-
tum information processor with a photonic interface.

Methods
QWR sample fabrication
The planar QWRs used in this work were fabricated using MBE by
overgrowing a 10 nm-thick QW on a GaAs(001) substrate pre-
patterned with shallow (approximately 30 nm high) rectangular rid-
ges [cf. Fig. 2a]30. The anisotropic nature of the MBE growth induces a
local thickening of the QW at the ridge sidewalls oriented along the
~x∣∣½110�-direction along the surface, thus forming aQWRparallel to this
sidewall. The thickness and width of the QWR are (25 ± 5) nm and
(200 ± 5) nm, respectively, as determined by scanning transmission
electron microscopy30. Small and unintentional fluctuations in the

potential in the QW plane or along the QWR act as efficient recombi-
nation sites during acoustic transport30. The PL from thesefluctuations
was used to extract the spin state information of the electron. The
moving potential dots for carrier and spin transport are created by
propagating a SAW with a wavelength λSAW = 4μm (frequency of
726MHz at 15 K and velocity vSAW = 2904m/s) along the wire axis. The
SAW is generated by a split-finger interdigital transducer deposited on
the sample surface. Its amplitude can be quantified in terms of the
linear acoustic power density PSAW, defined as the ratio between
the coupled acoustic power and the width of the SAW beam. During
the acoustic transport, the carriers are confined within dots with
dimensions equal to the QWR width and less than ~ λSAW/2 along the
directions perpendicular and parallel to the SAW propagation,
respectively. Acoustic spin transport was also investigated in the QW
embedding the QWR. In this case, carrier motion is unconstrained in
the direction perpendicular to the transport.

DQD sample fabrication
The DQDs were created via the interference of two orthogonal SAW
beams propagating along the ~x∣∣½110� and ~y∣∣½�110� directions of a 30 nm
thick QWonGaAs(001)15. The interference of the piezoelectric fields of
the SAWs creates an array of DQDs propagating along the ~x0∣∣½010�
surface direction15. Along the DQD transport path, a metal strip was
deposited on the surface of the sample to screen the piezoelectric
field and induce electron-hole recombination. DQDs yield the longest,
so far, reported acoustic spin transport distances15,45. SAWs with a
wavelength of λSAW = 5.6μm were used and yield DQDs with dimen-
sions of approximately λSAW/2 × λSAW/2 propagating with a velocity
vDQD =

ffiffiffi
2

p
vSAW = 4115m/s.

Photoluminescence measurements
The spectroscopic photoluminescence (PL) studies of the spin trans-
port were performed at low temperatures (10–20 K) in a microscopic
PL setup with radio-frequency (rf) wiring for SAW excitation. The spins
were optically excited using a circularly polarized laser beam with
tunable wavelength (λL between 760 and 808 nm) focused onto a
~2μm wide spot on the sample surface. The PL emitted along the
SAW path with left- (IL) and right-hand (IR) circular polarization
was collected with spatial resolution and used to determine the

spin polarization46ρs = ðI↺PL � I↻PLÞ=ðI↺PL + I↻PLÞ= ðIR � ILÞ=ðIR + ILÞ(see Sup-
plementary Information Section SM1). As mentioned in the main text,
the spin polarization in QWRs was determined by collecting the PL
from trap centers along the transportpath. Such traps arenot available
in the high-quality QW transport path for DQDs. In this case, a metal
strip was added to the transport path to screen the SAW piezoelectric
field and, in this way, blocks the transport and induces carrier
recombination. We found that the blocking action of the metal strip
become less effective at high acoustic amplitudes, thus limiting the
range of SAW power in Fig. 4. In addition, the accumulation of elec-
trons and holes near the strip induces electron spin dephasing via
D’yakonov-Perel’ as well as hole spin scattering before recombination,
thereby reducing the spin polarization.

Tight-binding calculations
The analytical model for the SO fields applies for a QW with infinite
potential barriers and, thus, neglects the effects of the QW interfaces.
In addition, the model neglects the impact of the SAW field on the
electronic states,which canbe significant for the valenceband states in
wideQWs47. The the SO fieldΩSO contributionswere calculated inQWs
using the tight-binding (TB) method35,36. The effects of the SAW were
taken into account by using the strain and piezoelectric fields to
determine the atomic positions and on-site potentials, respectively,
within the TB supercell (see Supplementary Information Section SM5).
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Monte Carlo spin dynamics
In the calculations, the spins are assumed to move along the x-direc-
tion with the SAW velocity while having a random motion along the
y-direction with mean-free-path ℓp and thermal velocity vp defined
by the electron mobility μ and temperature (see Supplementary
Information Section SM7). Figure 6a, b display the simulated depen-
dence of ℓs and ΩSO for transport in channels with different widths wy

under BIA and SIA SO fields. The SO fields were assumed to have an

amplitude ΩSO
ð2DÞ = 2πvSAW=L

ð2DÞ
SO dictated by a spin precession period

Lð2DÞSO = 12μm similar to the onesmeasured for QWs in Fig. 3. We further
assumed μ = 4m2/(Vs) and T = 4 K, which yield ℓp =0.1μm.

Data availability
The numerical simulation and measurement data that support the
finding within this study are included within the manuscript and
Supplementary Information and can also be made available upon
reasonable request from the corresponding authors.

Code availability
The code used for the numerical modeling within this study are
available upon reasonable request from the corresponding authors.
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