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A system and method for erasure flagging for errors-and-
erasures decoding in storage devices includes determining a
deviation measure between a read/write head position relative
to a track of symbols in storage media. A reliability value is
determined for the symbols based on the deviation measure.
Flagging the symbols with a reliability value below a thresh-
old as erasures is performed. The symbols are decoded using
errors-and-erasures decoding in an iterative procedure.
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1
ERASURE FLAGGING SYSTEM AND
METHOD FOR ERRORS-AND-ERASURES
DECODING IN STORAGE DEVICES

BACKGROUND

1. Technical Field

The present invention relates to error detection and correc-
tion in digital stored media, and more particularly to systems
and methods for erasure flagging in errors-and-erasures
decoding for enhancing the reliability of storage devices by
improving the decoding performance.

2. Description of the Related Art

Error correction codes (ECC) are ubiquitously used in
communications and storage devices to improve the reliabil-
ity of detected bits. Storage devices in particular are prone to
errors that occur in bursts in addition to errors that occur at
random. Causes of burst errors include mechanical distur-
bances such as shocks and vibrations (e.g., dropping a device,
etc.) and loss of synchronization in the timing recovery loop
of the read channel.

It is known that, in the presence of burst errors, the perfor-
mance ofthe ECC, and thus of the system, can be significantly
improved by resorting to errors-and-erasures decoding
(EED) as opposed to error decoding only. Simply speaking,
an erasure on a symbol indicates that the detector believes this
symbol is not reliable, and thus has a high probability of being
detected in error.

A main drawback of EED is that its performance deterio-
rates quickly when the erasures are not set correctly. There are
several approaches that have been taken in the past to solve
this problem. In one approach, an erasure is declared
(flagged) whenever the symbol amplitude at a threshold
detector input lies in a “grey zone” around the detector thresh-
olds. In another, all symbols below a given threshold SNR
(signal to noise ratio) are flagged as erasures. In still another,
the Euclidean distance of sequences of symbols of a Viterbi
detector is used as an erasure indicator. The soft-output Vit-
erbi algorithm has also been used for erasure flagging.

All the above methods have the same drawback. Namely,
the erasure flagging method is not sufficiently reliable. The
probability of not flagging an erroneous symbol as an erasure
(probability of mis-detection) and the probability of declaring
an erasure on a correct symbol (false-alarm probability) are
both high, thus leading to very small performance gains, or
even performance losses with respect to the errors-only
decoding case.

SUMMARY

A system and method for erasure flagging for errors-and-
erasures decoding in storage devices includes determining a
deviation measure of a read/write head position relative to a
track of symbols in a storage medium. A probability of error
is determined for the symbols based on the deviation mea-
sure. Frasure flagging of the symbols with a probability of
error in accordance with a threshold is performed. The sym-
bols are decoded using errors-and-erasures decoding.

A system for erasure flagging for errors-and-erasures
decoding in storage devices includes a head configured to
interact with data tracks formed on a storage medium. The
tracks have a geometrical reference against which a position
of'the head can be measured. A sensor is configured to deter-
mine a position of the head relative to the geometrical refer-
ence of the track. A processor is configured to compute a
deviation from the position of the head relative to the geo-
metrical reference. The processor is further configured to
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2

determine a reliability value for each symbol in the track
based upon the deviation for that symbol, and to flag symbols
as erasures based upon the determined reliability A decoderis
configured to perform errors-and-erasures decoding of the
symbols.

These and other features and advantages will become
apparent from the following detailed description of illustra-
tive embodiments thereof, which is to be read in connection
with the accompanying drawings.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF DRAWINGS

The disclosure will provide details in the following
description of preferred embodiments with reference to the
following figures wherein:

FIG. 1 is a block/flow diagram showing a system/method
for erasure flagging using head deviations in errors-and-era-
sures decoding in storage devices;

FIG. 2 is a table conceptually showing storage fields in a
data allocation example for a probe storage application;

FIG. 3 is a diagram showing a physical storage media with
tracks and indicating a magnified detail to further demon-
strate the data storage tracks and deviations of head position
relative to the track;

FIG. 4 is a state diagram for a Hidden Markov Model
(HMM) employed in determining probabilities of error using
deviation measures for the head position;

FIG. 5 is a set of plots showing probability of codeword
decoding failure versus burst duration for a simulated shock
to a memory storage device, each plot shows that the device
can endure greater burst duration for errors-and-erasures
decoding with erasure flagging in accordance with the present
principles as opposed to errors decoding only;

FIG. 6 is a set of plots showing probability of codeword
decoding failure versus burst duration for a shock test to a
memory storage device, each plot shows that the device can
endure greater burst duration for errors-and-erasures decod-
ing with erasure flagging in accordance with the present prin-
ciples as opposed to errors decoding only; and

FIG. 7 is a block diagram showing a system for erasure
flagging using head deviations in errors-and-erasures decod-
ing in storage devices.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF PREFERRED
EMBODIMENTS

The present principles address the problem of enhancing
the reliability of storage devices by improving the decoding
performance of error correction coding schemes. The present
embodiments provide a mechanism for producing highly reli-
able erasures. Erasure flagging in accordance with the present
principles is not based on the channel symbols, which may be
unreliable, but on side information that describes the move-
ment of the heads with respect to the written tracks. In some
storage applications, an independent sensor is used to sense a
position of read/write head(s) with respect to written tracks in
the storage medium. Examples include probe storage devices,
among others.

Inother cases, other ways to sense the lateral position of the
head(s) also exist, such as, reading of pre-written servo pat-
terns on a storage medium. Examples include hard disc
drives, tape drives, optical drives, probe storage, etc.

In all of these cases, a signal is provided which corresponds
to an estimate of the lateral position of the head(s) with
respect to the center of the respective track(s). A deviation of
the head from the track center is directly related to the signal
to noise ratio (SNR) and also the bit-error-rate in the device.
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This information can be used to flag symbols as erasures, for
example, whenever the head(s) lies outside of a narrow strip
surrounding the track center-line during reading of these
symbols.

In accordance with the present embodiments, the sensor
information is employed to enhance the error-correction
capability of the error correction code (ECC) scheme, by
estimating the probability that an ECC symbol is incorrect
and performing errors-and-erasures decoding.

Embodiments of the present invention can take the form of
an entirely hardware embodiment, an entirely software
embodiment or an embodiment including both hardware and
software elements. In a preferred embodiment, the present
invention is implemented in software, which includes but is
not limited to firmware, resident software, microcode, etc.

Furthermore, the invention can take the form of a computer
program product accessible from a computer-usable or com-
puter-readable medium providing program code for use by or
in connection with a computer or any instruction execution
system. For the purposes of this description, a computer-
usable or computer readable medium can be any apparatus
that may include, store, communicate, propagate, or transport
the program for use by or in connection with the instruction
execution system, apparatus, or device. The medium can be
an electronic, magnetic, optical, electromagnetic, infrared, or
semiconductor system (or apparatus or device) or a propaga-
tion medium. Examples of a computer-readable medium
include a semiconductor or solid state memory, magnetic
tape, a removable computer diskette, a random access
memory (RAM), a read-only memory (ROM), a rigid mag-
netic disk and an optical disk. Current examples of optical
disks include compact disk-read only memory (CD-ROM),
compact disk-read/write (CD-R/W) and DVD.

A data processing system suitable for storing and/or
executing program code may include at least one processor
coupled directly or indirectly to memory elements through a
system bus. The memory elements can include local memory
employed during actual execution of the program code, bulk
storage, and cache memories which provide temporary stor-
age of at least some program code to reduce the number of
times code is retrieved from bulk storage during execution.
Input/output or I/O devices (including but not limited to key-
boards, displays, pointing devices, etc.) may be coupled to the
system either directly or through intervening I/O controllers.

Network adapters may also be coupled to the system to
enable the data processing system to become coupled to other
data processing systems or remote printers or storage devices
through intervening private or public networks. Modems,
cable modem and Ethernet cards are just a few of the currently
available types of network adapters.

In one embodiment, features of the present embodiments
may be part of the design for an integrated circuit chip. The
chip design may be created in a graphical computer program-
ming language, and stored in a computer storage medium
(such as a disk, tape, physical hard drive, or virtual hard drive
such as in a storage access network). If the designer does not
fabricate chips or the photolithographic masks used to fabri-
cate chips, the designer transmits the resulting design by
physical means (e.g., by providing a copy of the storage
medium storing the design) or electronically (e.g., through
the Internet) to such entities, directly or indirectly. The stored
design is then converted into the appropriate format (e.g.,
Graphic Data System II (GDSII)) for the fabrication of pho-
tolithographic masks, which typically include multiple cop-
ies of the chip design in question that are to be formed on a
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4

wafer. The photolithographic masks are utilized to define
areas of the wafer (and/or the layers thereon) to be etched or
otherwise processed.

The resulting integrated circuit chips can be distributed by
the fabricator in raw watfer form (that is, as a single wafer that
has multiple unpackaged chips), as a bare die, or in a pack-
aged form. In the latter case the chip is mounted in a single
chip package (such as a plastic carrier, with leads that are
affixed to a motherboard or other higher level carrier) or in a
multichip package (such as a ceramic carrier that has either or
both surface interconnections or buried interconnections). In
any case the chip is then integrated with other chips, discrete
circuit elements, and/or other signal processing devices as
part of either (a) an intermediate product, such as a mother-
board, or (b) an end product. The end product can be any
product that includes integrated circuit chips, ranging from
toys and other low-end applications to advanced computer
products having a display, a keyboard or other input device,
and a central processor.

Referring now to the drawings in which like numerals
represent the same or similar elements and initially to FIG. 1,
a system/method for erasure flagging is illustratively shown
in accordance with one illustrative embodiment. Advanta-
geously, in accordance with the present principles, erasure
flagging is not based on the channel symbols, which may be
unreliable, but on side information that describes the move-
ment of the heads with respect to the written tracks. In other
words, erasure flagging relies on independent information
gathered from a different source to provide additional evi-
dence to confirm whether stored information is reliable.

Inblock 102, in many storage applications, an independent
sensor is used to sense the position of the head(s) with respect
to written tracks in the storage medium. Examples include
probe storage devices. In other cases, other ways to sense the
lateral position of the head(s) exist, such as reading of pre-
written servo patterns on the storage medium. Examples
include hard disc drives, tape drives, optical drives and probe
storage.

FIG. 2 shows an illustrative table 202 showing 32 storage
fields 204 (N, xN, where N,=4 and N,=8) for probe storage.
A 512-byte sector that comprises 4 codewords is stored in the
32 storage fields 204. The bytes (e.g., A0, B0, B8, C8, D135,
etc.) are preferably encoded, in this case using Reed Solomon
(RS) code, e.g., RS (151, 129). Other encoding schemes may
also be employed. The N data blocks are stored in the 32
storage fields 204 using interleaving to provide the pattern
shown. A physical embodiment for one of the storage fields of
table 202 is illustratively depicted in FIG. 3.

Referring to FIG. 3, a storage medium 302 is shown having
data stored thereon in tracks 304. In this case, the tracks 304
are formed parallel to an x-axis and perpendicular with a
y-axis. A read/write head (not shown) is positioned to read/
write data from tracks 304. The position of the head and its
relative movement 306, 308 with respect to the media 302,
can be determined using a sensor (not shown). A portion 310
of'a group of tracks 304 is shown in a magnified view in an
inset 312 of FIG. 3. It should be understood that the tracks
may be linear or circular or any other regular shape where
deviation of the head can be measured against the tracks or a
reference on the track.

In inset 312, a signal 314 is provided which corresponds to
an estimate of the lateral position of a head(s) with respect to
a center 316 of the respective track(s) 304. A deviation of the
head from the track center 316 (or other reference point)
directly affects the SNR and also the bit-error-rate in the
device. This information can be used to flag symbols as era-
sures, whenever the head(s) lies outside of a narrow strip
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surrounding the track center-line 316 (or other reference
region), during reading of those symbols. A duration or time
reference 320 may also be employed to assist in collecting
information about the reliability of the read operation.

Inblock 104, in FIG. 1, we use a signal difference between
the head movement as it is seen by the sensor and the refer-
ence movement for the cross-track direction (e.g., relative to
the center line or other reference position on the media). In
block 106, with this, for each symbol, we calculate the devia-
tion of the movement of the head from the center of the track.
In block 108, the deviation from the track is employed to
compute a probability of symbol error as a result of the
deviation. The sensor information is exploited to enhance the
error-correction capability of the error correction code (ECC)
scheme, by estimating the probability that an ECC symbol is
incorrect, flagging unreliable symbols as erasures, and per-
forming errors-and-erasures decoding.

Referring to FIG. 4, a Hidden Markov Model (HMM) state
diagram 400 is illustratively shown. To model the relation
between the deviation of movement and the errors that appear
in detected bits, we use the HMM 400 with three states (State
1, State 2, State 3 or S1, S2 or S3, respectively). State 1
corresponds to the head moving within a track, as it is defined
by track pitch “TP”. This state is sub-divided into two sub-
states 402 and 404, a “good” one and a “bad” one. Other
sub-states for this and other states may also be employed. The
system is in state “good” while the head is moving in a strip of
a certain width around the center of the track. In this state, the
probability of error is near 0 (actually equal to the random
error rate of the device). The system is in state “bad” while the
head is moving within the track but outside a defined strip
around the center (within a tolerance window). Here, the
probability of error is higher. State 2 corresponds to move-
ment of the head in the space between tracks. Here, assuming
a particular channel model, the probability of error when the
stored symbol is “0” is 0, whereas for a “1” the probability of
error is 1. For other channel models, the probabilities can be
accordingly defined.

State 3 corresponds to head movement within a different
track. From experimental measurements, one can derive an
estimate of the probabilities of error when the original symbol
is “0” or “1” in all the above states. This may be based on
accumulated statistical data, e.g., given certain conditions the
probability of error is X %. This information may be provide
using a look up table or computed from a model or formula.
There may be a greater or lesser number of states as desired.

Atany giventime, the system is in one of the states, e.g., S1,
S2 or S3. Therefore, the sum of the probabilities in being in
one of those states is 1, X, P(S,)=1, where P(S,) denotes the
probability of the system being in state S,, i=1, 2, 3 at the
current time. The probability of a symbol error, since we are
dealing with binary symbols, is:

P_=P(1/0)P(0)+P(0/1)P(1), (1)

where P (i/j) denotes the probability of deciding in favor of
symbol 1 given that symbol j is actually written on the
medium.

These probabilities can be calculated based on the total
probability theorem as:

PGPS )P(S )+P I, S)P(S)+P(i/],53)P(S3), @

where P(i/j, S,) denotes the probability of deciding i, given j
is actually true, and given that the system is in state S,. If one
knows the current state of the system, which is the case in the
present invention, then the probability of error in the given
state is calculated as:

P(e/S)=P(1/0,S)PO)+P(0/1,5)P(1). 3)
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Accordingly, the probability of a correct symbol decision
(c) in state S, is calculated as P(c/S,)=1-P(e/S,). In one
embodiment, the probability of a sequence of p symbols
being in error is calculated as:

P =1-]]Pe/sh), )

where S’ denotes the state of the system while symbol i of the
sequence of p symbols is read, and where S'e{S,,S,,S;}.

In an example, during a read operation, the head position
deviation measurement may be used to specity in which state
the system is for each symbol. Then, for each detected symbol
“0” or “1” the probability of the decision being correct is
given by equations (1)-(4) above. If a Reed-Solomon error
correction code is used (which is the case in most storage
products today), operating over “bytes” of (p)-bits, the prob-
ability of a “byte” being in error may be calculated in accor-
dance with equation (4). It should be understood that the
probabilities and the encoding methods may be changed or
alternates used depending on the application employed and
the criteria being enforced.

Once the error probability or other reliability value is cal-
culated for all the symbols in each RS codeword, the erasure
flagging is based on an iterative procedure. In block 110, we
flag as erasure symbols, the 2 symbols with the highest error
probabilities and perform errors-and-erasures decoding for
each codeword in block 112. In block 114, if the decoder fails,
we add one erasure symbol on, in block 116 and try again. We
repeat this process until either the decoder is successful in
block 118 or we have reached a maximum number of itera-
tions in block 120, which in any case is set to a number
significantly smaller than the minimum distance of the RS
code. If the maximum number of iterations is reached, a
decoding failure is indicated as an unsuccessful termination
in block 122. Experimental and simulation results have
shown that most often 2 or 3 iterations are enough for suc-
cessful decoding.

Referring to FIGS. 5 and 6, the results of error-detection
with erasure flagging in accordance with the present prin-
ciples are illustratively shown, which have been derived from
a simulator of a probe-storage device. Events causing burst
errors were either simulated shocks (FIG. 5), or actual shock
(FIG. 6) acceleration profiles measured experimentally under
various conditions of mobile device usage. A shock profile of
a half-sine wave -5 g pulse of duration of 1 msec in both x and
y directions was provided. Superior performance of the
errors-and-erasures (EED) decoding, shown as curves 504,
508 and 604, 608 against the errors-only decoding, shown as
curves 502,506 and 602, 606, are depicted. The left-hand side
and right-hand side graphs of FIGS. 5 and 6 plot probability
of codeword decoding failure versus burst duration and prob-
ability of sector decoding failure versus burst duration,
respectively. The data employed in the tests included a sector
size of 2048 bytes (1.-2048) (for 16 storage fields) and
employed a 16 head device. The number of RS(151, 129)
codewords was 16 (M=16). The tests were based on burst
errors only and did not include random errors.

In both cases of shocks, the EED increases the error cor-
recting capability of the ECC from error bursts of about 10
symbols to as long to 15-16 symbols.

Referring to FIG. 7, a system 700 for flagging erasures ina
memory device is illustratively shown in accordance with one
embodiment. A read or write head 702 may be any commer-
cially available head for detecting or writing data from/to a
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storage media 704. The storage media 704 may be any type of
media where data is geometrically aligned in lines or curves
where a center line in the track can be determined and a
deviation from that centerline measured. Storage media may
include magnetic tape, compact disc, digital versatile disc,
disc drives, floppy discs or the like.

A position sensor 706 senses a position of the head 702 or
the media 704 relative to one another and is configured to
assist in determining a deviation of the head from the track
centerline or other reference location. The deviation informa-
tion is collected in deviation data storage unit 712 in a pro-
cessor 710 or in a separate memory storage device. The devia-
tion data are employed to compute probability or reliability
value in a reliability computation module 716. Storage 712
may include simulation data or accumulated statistical data
employed to determine probabilities/reliabilities with refer-
ence to system states.

In a module 718, erasure flagging and errors-and-erasures
decoding is performed. Module 718 includes a decoder 720
such as Reed-Solomon decoder or the like.

Having described preferred embodiments of an erasure
flagging system and method for errors-and-erasures decoding
in storage devices (which are intended to be illustrative and
not limiting), it is noted that modifications and variations can
be made by persons skilled in the art in light of the above
teachings. It is therefore to be understood that changes may be
made in the particular embodiments disclosed which are
within the scope and spirit of the invention as outlined by the
appended claims. Having thus described aspects of the inven-
tion, with the details and particularity required by the patent
laws, what is claimed and desired protected by Letters Patent
is set forth in the appended claims.

What is claimed is:

1. A method for erasure flagging for errors-and-erasures
decoding in storage devices, comprising:

determining a deviation measure of a read/write head posi-

tion relative to a track of symbols in storage media;
computing a reliability value for the symbols based on the
deviation measure;

flagging the symbols with a reliability value below a

threshold as erasures; and

decoding the symbols using errors and erasures decoding.

2. The method as recited in claim 1, wherein determining a
deviation measure includes sensing a position of the head and
comparing the position to a centerline of the track being
scanned.

3. The method as recited in claim 1, wherein computing a
reliability value includes differentiating between states of a
position of the head based on the deviation, where each state
has an associated reliability value.

4. The method as recited in claim 3, wherein the deviation
is characterized by three states including an on track state, an
in-between tracks state and a wrong track state.

5. The method as recited in claim 3, wherein a state
includes sub-states for further associating the reliability value
to the deviation within the state.

6. The method as recited in claim 1, wherein the associated
reliability value is computed based on one of simulations and
accumulated statistical data.

7. The method as recited in claim 1, wherein computing a
reliability value for the symbols based on the deviation mea-
sure includes computing a probability of error as P(e/S,)=P
(1/0,S)P(0)+P(0/1,S,)P(1) where P(e/S,) is the probability
of error in state S, where P(i/j, S,) denotes the probability of
deciding i, given j is actually true given that a system is in state
S
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8. The method as recited in claim 1, further comprising: if
decoding fails, iterating by adding one erasure symbol per
iteration until decoding is successful or a predetermined num-
ber of iterations have been run.

9. A computer readable storage medium comprising a com-
puter readable program for erasure flagging for errors-and-
erasures decoding in storage devices, wherein the computer
readable program when executed on a computer causes the
computer to perform the steps of:

determining a deviation measure of a read/write head posi-
tion relative to a track of symbols in storage media;

computing a reliability value for the symbols based on the
deviation measure;

flagging the symbols with a reliability value below a
threshold as erasures; and

decoding the symbols using errors and erasures decoding.

10. The computer readable medium as recited in claim 9,
wherein determining a deviation measure includes sensing a
position of the head and comparing the position to a centerline
of the track being scanned.

11. The computer readable medium as recited in claim 9,
wherein computing a reliability value includes differentiating
between states of a position of the head based on the devia-
tion, where each state has an associated reliability value.

12. The computer readable medium as recited in claim 11,
wherein the deviation is characterized by three states for the
deviation including an on track state, an in-between tracks
state and a wrong track state.

13. The computer readable medium as recited in claim 11,
wherein a state includes sub-states for further associating the
reliability value to the deviation within a state.

14. The computer readable medium as recited in claim 9,
wherein the associated reliability value is computed based on
one of simulations and accumulated statistical data.

15. The computer readable medium as recited in claim 9,
wherein computing a reliability value for the symbols based
on the deviation measure includes computing a probability of
error as P(e/S,)=P(1/0,S,)P(0)+P(0/1,S,)P(1) where P(e/S,)
is the probability of error in state S, where P(i/j, S,) denotes
the probability of deciding i, given j is actually true given that
a system is in state S,.

16. The computer readable medium as recited in claim 9,
further comprising: if decoding fails, iterating by adding one
erasure symbol per iteration until decoding is successful or a
predetermined number of iterations have been run.

17. A system for erasure flagging for errors-and-erasures
decoding in storage devices, comprising:

a head configured to interact with data tracks formed on a
storage medium, the tracks having a geometrical refer-
ence against which a position of the head can be mea-
sured;

a sensor configured to determine a position of the head
relative to the geometrical reference of the track;

a processor configured to compute a deviation from the
position of the head relative to the geometrical refer-
ence, the processor further configured to determine a
reliability value for each symbol in the track based upon
the deviation for that symbol, the processor further con-
figured to flag symbols as erasures based upon the deter-
mined reliability; and

a decoder configured to perform errors-and-erasures
decoding of the symbols.

18. The system as recited in claim 17, wherein the geo-

metrical reference includes a centerline of the track being
scanned.
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19. The system as recited in claim 17, further comprising a
model to differentiate between states based on the deviation,
where each state has an associated reliability value.

20. The system as recited in claim 19, wherein the devia-
tion includes three states including an on track state, an in-
between tracks state and a wrong track state.

21. The system as recited in claim 19, wherein a state
includes sub-states for further associating the reliability value
to the deviation within the state.
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22. The system as recited in claim 17, wherein the associ-
ated reliability value is computed based on one of simulations
and accumulated statistical data.

23. The system as recited in claim 17, wherein the reliabil-
ity value is computed as P(e/S,)=P(1/0,S,)P(0)+P(0/1,S,)P
(1) where P(e/S,) is the probability of error in state S, where
P(i/j, S;) denotes the probability of deciding i, given j is
actually true given that a system is in state S;.
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