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Description

CROSS-REFERENCE TO RELATED APPLICATION(S)

[0001] The present application is related to, and claims
the benefit of, U.S. Provisional Patent Application No.
62/025,873 filed July 17, 2014.

TECHNICAL FIELD

[0002] The disclosed technology relates to systems for
preparing materials for analysis and in particular to sys-
tems for shearing cellular material by cavitation.

BACKGROUND

[0003] Sample preparation is one of the preliminary
steps that is performed before biological samples are an-
alyzed. Sample preparation often involves the break-
down of the material into cellular or subcellular frag-
ments. One particular application is the breaking up (or
shearing) of DNA or Chromatin into smaller fragments.
Ultrasound is one known method of breaking down ma-
terial. In some prior art devices, biological samples are
placed into a test tube that is put into a liquid bath and
subjected to high intensity ultrasound waves - similar to
a jewelry cleaner, but with much high power. To avoid
an uneven exposure of the sample, the test tube is moved
around within the ultrasound field as it is processed.
While this approach does work, it is limited to processing
a single test tube sample at a time.
[0004] To increase the throughput of cellular process-
ing, some systems have proposed analyzing cellular
samples in microplates. As will be appreciated by those
skilled in the art, a microplate is a tray that contains an
array of wells in which samples can be placed for anal-
ysis. Advantages of using microplates include the fact
that such trays are easily processed with automated
equipment and that multiple samples can be processed
at the same time without moving the samples from one
vessel to another. One system for shearing cellular sam-
ples in a microplate uses ultrasonically vibrating pins that
extend into the wells. However, this can lead to cross
contamination between the various wells and requires
extensive cleaning of the pins. It is also not very useful
for tissue samples. Furthermore, the quality of the results
depends greatly on the exact position of the tips in the
sample. Another approach uses a large ultrasound trans-
ducer that is positioned below a single well and focuses
the energy within the well. The focused ultrasound ener-
gy creates cavitation in the sample material that is in the
well but only one well is processed at a time. For a 96
element microplate, the processing time to shear all the
samples can exceed several hours during which some
samples may degrade.
[0005] Another suggested approach to processing cel-
lular material in a microplate is to place a single ultra-
sound transducer below each well. See for example U.S.

Patent No. 6,699,711 to Hahn et al. ("Hahn"). However,
when trying to experiment with the system described in
the Hahn patent for use in analyzing biological materials
including DNA and chromatin, it was found that the sys-
tem was ineffective in shearing chromatin without caus-
ing the transducers to break.
[0006] Given these problems, there is a need for a sys-
tem that can both process cellular samples in parallel
using high (negative) acoustic pressures to induce or fa-
cilitate shearing, and can be operated in a manner that
doesn’t destroy the transducers.

SUMMARY

[0007] According to one aspect of the present inven-
tion, there is provided a system as defined in claim 1
hereinafter.
[0008] The disclosed technology relates to systems for
applying ultrasound to a number of samples that simul-
taneously induces and/or enhances cavitation in the
samples. As will be described in further detail below, the
disclosed technology uses transducer elements that are
configured such that the stresses generated while the
transducer is producing ultrasonic energy are not con-
centrated at a normal vibrational mode of the transducer
element itself.
[0009] In the embodiment of the disclosed technology,
the wells of the microplate are conical in shape. For this
style of microplate, the transducer elements are shaped
to surround a portion of the wells. The acoustic energy
passes into the well from the sides, not from the bottom.
The transducer elements may be generally cylindrical or
annular with a center region that receives a portion of a
conical well of a microplate.
[0010] In one embodiment, a plate containing a sepa-
rate lens for each transducer element is positioned be-
tween the transducer element and a microplate well.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

[0011]

Figure 1 is a diagram of an ultrasound shearing sys-
tem in accordance with one embodiment of the dis-
closed technology;

Figure 2 illustrates a simulated focal zone created in
a well of a microplate in accordance with an example,
not forming part of the invention, of the disclosed
technology;

Figure 3 illustrates a cross section of a transducer
assembly showing a relationship between a number
of microplate wells and a corresponding number of
ultrasound transducers in accordance with an exam-
ple of the disclosed technology, not forming part of
the invention;
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Figure 4 shows an example, not forming part of the
invention; of the transducer assembly with a cover
in an unlocked position;

Figure 5 shows the transducer assembly of Figure
4 with the cover in a locked position;

Figures 6A and 6B show one example of an array of
transducers for use in a transducer assembly in ac-
cordance with an example of the disclosed technol-
ogy, not forming part of the invention;

Figure 7 shows an exploded view of a number of
ultrasound transducers and a lens plate in a trans-
ducer assembly;

Figures 8A-8C show one method of making electrical
connections to the transducers in a transducer as-
sembly in accordance with an example of the dis-
closed technology, not forming part of the invention;

Figure 9 illustrates how a circuit board can be used
to make connections to the transducer elements in
accordance with an example of the disclosed tech-
nology, not forming part of the invention;

Figure 10 shows one example of a lens plate in ac-
cordance with an example of the disclosed technol-
ogy, not forming part of the invention;

Figure 11 shows a transducer assembly with spacers
that allows for the adjustment in height between dif-
ferent microplates and the transducers/lenses in ac-
cordance with an example of the disclosed technol-
ogy, not forming part of the invention;

Figures 12A and 12B illustrate measured pressures
in a water tank, and a model of the focal zone caused
by a transducer element, superimposed with a well
in accordance with an embodiment of the disclosed
technology;

Figure 13A shows a number of spherical transducers
that accept conical wells of a microplate in accord-
ance with an example of the disclosed technology,
not forming part of the invention;

Figure 13B shows a wraparound electrode that can
be used with the transducers shown in Figure 13A;

Figure 14 shows a number of cylindrical transducers
that accept conical wells of a microplate in accord-
ance with an embodiment of the disclosed technol-
ogy;

Figure 15 shows a number of cylindrical transducers
with built in lenses that accept conical wells of a mi-
croplate in accordance with an embodiment of the

disclosed technology;

Figure 16 shows a number of annular transducers
that form a phased array and accept conical wells of
a microplate in accordance with an example of the
disclosed technology, not forming part of the inven-
tion;

Figure 17 shows a number of semi-spherical trans-
ducers that accept conical wells of a microplate in
accordance with an example of the disclosed tech-
nology, not forming part of the invention;

Figure 18 shows a number of semi-spherical trans-
ducers that accept conical wells of a microplate in
accordance with one example of the disclosed tech-
nology, not forming part of the invention;

Figure 19 shows a number of annular transducers
with waveguides on one surface that accept conical
wells of a microplate in accordance with an embod-
iment of the disclosed technology;

Figure 20 shows a number of spherical transducers
that accept conical wells of a microplate in accord-
ance with one example of the disclosed technology,
not forming part of the invention;

Figure 21 is a graph of the expected transmission
efficiency for ultrasound into a flat bottomed well of
a microplate as a function of the base thickness of
the bottom of the well; and

Figure 22 illustrates a microplate well having an in-
tegrated lens to focus ultrasound energy from a
transducer into an interior portion of the well in ac-
cordance with an example of the disclosed technol-
ogy, not forming part of the invention.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

[0012] As will be discussed in further detail below, the
disclosed technology relates to a system for applying a
sufficient amount of ultrasound energy to a number of
samples in order to cause some shearing of the molecular
bonds in the samples. In one embodiment, the system
simultaneously subjects a number of samples that are in
the wells of a microplate to a sufficient level of ultrasound
energy that causes inertial cavitation to occur in the sam-
ples.
[0013] As shown in Figure 1, a system 100 includes a
transducer assembly 110 that receives a microplate 120
having a number of sample wells (not individually shown)
that contains samples of biological or other materials. A
signal generator 130 provides a driving signal that is ap-
plied to an amplifier 140 that in turn increases the power
of the signals and supplies the amplified signals to the
transducer assembly 110. Individual transducers in the
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transducer assembly convert the amplified driving sig-
nals into acoustic energy that is sufficient to shear the
materials into components. In one embodiment, the
acoustic energy is simultaneously applied to each well
of the microplate, and the processing time for the samples
is reduced. Furthermore, the samples may remain in the
individual wells of the microplate and therefore may not
need to be moved to another container for further
processing. In the example shown, a spill cover 142 is
placed over the individual wells of the microplate 120 to
prevent cross contamination of the wells of the micro-
plate. The spill cover may or may not have fingers (not
shown) that protrude into the samples when the cover is
in place and can be temperature controlled by, for exam-
ple, running a cooling liquid through passageways (not
shown) in a top cover.
[0014] Figure 2 is a simulation of the ultrasound energy
that is created by a transducer in a single well of a mi-
croplate. In this example, not forming part of the inven-
tion, a single cylindrical well 150 is part of a larger micro-
plate (not shown) and contains a biological sample 160
in the well. A piezoelectric transducer 170 is positioned
below the well 150 and produces ultrasonic energy. The
energy is focused by a concave lens 172 that is posi-
tioned between the transducer 170 and the bottom of the
well 150. Typically there would also be some coupling
fluid such as water or a gel (not shown) that is located
between the lens 172 and the bottom of the well 150 in
order to provide a good acoustic coupling and to reduce
reflections. The lens focuses the acoustic energy into a
focal zone 176 that is towards the well 150 at pressure
levels that are sufficient to cause inertial cavitation in the
sample 160. Inertial cavitation causes bubbles to be cre-
ated in the sample that collapse with an energy that is
sufficient to shear the biological material into smaller
components. In one embodiment, the focused acoustic
energy is sufficient to cause chromatin shearing to yield
100-300 base pair fragments in each well of the micro-
plate (e.g. an acoustic pressure amplitude of > 1 Mega-
pascal). This figure is representative only and does not
consider the complications of having a mixture of bubbles
in the sample, nor having a finite volume of liquid in the
well. It will be appreciated that the focus of the transducer
element need not necessarily be in the well itself. Cavi-
tation can still occur in a sample that is located in a pre-
focal or post-focal area. Therefore, the lens need only
focus the ultrasound towards the well and not necessarily
into the well itself.
[0015] Figure 3 illustrates a cross-sectional view of one
example, not forming part of the invention, of the ultra-
sound transducer assembly 110 and the microplate 120.
The microplate 120 includes a number of individual gen-
erally cylindrical wells 122a, 122b, 122c...122h. In one
example, the microplate 120 has 96 individual wells ar-
ranged in an 8 x 12 grid. However, it will be appreciated
that other sizes of microplates could be used, and the
transducer array could be adjusted to fit the appropriate
microplate well configuration (number of elements and

size of each element).
[0016] Positioned below each individual well of the mi-
croplate is one or more corresponding ultrasound trans-
ducers. For example, an ultrasound transducer 170a is
positioned below well 122a. An ultrasound transducer
170b is positioned below well 122b etc. A coupling ma-
terial 180 such as degassed water or a gel is positioned
between the ultrasound transducers and the individual
wells to provide a good acoustic coupling for the acoustic
energy produced by the ultrasound transducers into the
material contained in each of the wells.
[0017] The transducer assembly 110 can include a
locking top cover that is placed over the wells of the mi-
croplate hold the microplate in relation to the transducers.
[0018] Figure 4 shows a top cover 200 having an inner
surface 202 that is sized to fit over the outer perimeter
of the microplate 120 and over the spill cover 142. The
top surface of the top cover 200 includes first and second
cylindrical detents 204, 206 on opposite sides thereof.
The detents 204 and 206 are shaped to receive corre-
sponding cylindrical rods 208 and 210 that are located
on arms 212 and 214 that are hinged to the transducer
assembly 110. When the hinged arms are positioned in
the unlocked position, the rods 208 and 210 swing away
from the detents 204, 206 on the top of the cover and the
cover can be lifted off the microplate. When the arms are
rotated to a locked position, the rod 208 engages the
detent 204 and the rod 210 engages the detent 206 as
shown in Figure 5. With the arms in the locked position,
the top cover 200 is secured over the microplate and to
the ultrasound transducer assembly 110 as shown in Fig-
ure 5. This is one possible example for a cover, and it is
recognized that many other ways to hold the microplate
in place can be used. The top cover can also be kept
cool to help reduce sample heating by running coolant
through slots in the top cover, or by directly cooling the
cover itself. In one example, the coupling material 180
that is positioned between the wells of the microplate and
the individual transducer elements remains static. In an-
other example, the coupling material can be kept moving
through ports (not shown) on the transducer assembly
with a pump mechanism or the like in order to remove
heat that is created during the application of ultrasound
energy to the individual wells.
[0019] One of the problems encountered in applying
ultrasound energy to the wells with an acoustic pressure
that is sufficient to create shearing in a sample is that the
transducers can crack or be damaged. To overcome this
problem, one example, not forming part of the invention,
of the disclosed technology groups the ultrasound trans-
ducer elements into a multielement array in order to
spread the stresses created by any single transducer
over a larger area, or offsetting the stresses from the
normal vibrational modes of the transducer element. Fig-
ures 6A and 6B illustrate one example of a transducer
array for applying acoustic energy to corresponding wells
in a microplate. In the example shown, an array compris-
es a sheet of piezoelectric material 250 having a first side
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252 and a second side 254. The first side 252 is coated
with a conductive material such as silver over its entire
surface. The second side 254 includes two or more trans-
ducer patterns 256 and 258. The transducer patterns can
be made via a number of techniques such as etching. In
one example, the transducer patterns 256, 258 are cre-
ated with a photolithographic process by coating the side
254 with a conductive material followed by a resist ma-
terial. The resist material is exposed with a mask pattern
and then chemically etched to remove the conductive
material where it is not desired. After etching the conduc-
tive material, the patterns of the transducers 256 and 258
are left on the surface of the piezoelectric sheet. In the
embodiment shown, the transducers 256 and 258 are
circular in shape to correspond to the shape of the bottom
surface of the wells of the microplate. However, it would
be appreciated that other shapes could be used if de-
sired, or even no patterning at all.
[0020] In one example, not forming part of the inven-
tion, the conductive coating on the first side 252 of the
substrate is connected via one or more electrical leads
to one electrical potential such as ground, while the trans-
ducers 256, 258 are connected via individual leads to a
positive potential. Upon the application of sufficient volt-
age signals to the transducers 256, 258, the transducers
will produce ultrasonic sound waves that can be coupled
into the individual wells of the microplate. The electrodes
can be wired such that each transducer element is driven
in parallel with other transducer elements or in a manner
such that each individual transducer element can be driv-
en separately from other elements.
[0021] Figure 7 is an exploded view of a transducer
assembly 110 without the top cover that is constructed
in accordance with one possible example, not forming
part of the invention, of the disclosed technology. The
transducer assembly 110 includes a base 260, an elec-
trode support plate 270, a plate 280 having transducers
bonded to a bottom surface thereof and a top cap 290.
The base 260 is a generally rectangular enclosure a
closed bottom surface, and an opening 262 in a sidewall
through which conductors to the individual transducer
elements can be routed. The support plate 270 is con-
structed to support a number of spring loaded contacts
or "pogo pins" in an array that corresponds to the ar-
rangement of the transducer elements. In one example,
the contacts are wired in parallel so that individual wires
do not need to be routed from each individual transducer
element to a position outside the assembly. However, it
is possible to wire each individual transducer element
separately if desired, which may or may not include pogo
pins.
[0022] Above the support plate 270 is the plate 280
with the one or more arrays of transducer elements se-
cured to a bottom surface thereof with an acoustically
matched epoxy or other adhesive. As will be explained
in further detail below, in one example, the plate 280 in-
cludes a number of lenses positioned over a correspond-
ing transducer element in order to focus ultrasound en-

ergy created by the transducer element towards a well
of a microplate. In one embodiment, the plate 280 is made
of a metal such as aluminum having the lenses formed
directly into the plate 280. However, other materials such
as ceramics could be used if desired. In yet another ex-
ample, separate lens elements may be secured to the
plate 280. The top cap 290 fits over the surface of the
plate 280 and is secured to the base plate 260 with screws
or the like in order to secure the plate 280 and transducers
against the number of spring loaded pins that are held in
the support plate 270. A rim 296 extending around an
inner perimeter of the top cap 290 supports a microplate
(not shown) at a fixed distance from the top surface of
the plate 280 so that ultrasound is focused at the correct
location towards the wells of the microplate. In one ex-
ample, liquid, gel or other material is placed into an open-
ing of the cap 290 prior to the placement of a microplate
in order to effectively couple the acoustic energy pro-
duced by the transducers into the wells of the microplate.
[0023] Figure 8A shows one example, not forming part
of the invention, of the support plate 270 that supports a
number of electrical contacts that connect to the various
transducer elements of the transducer assembly. The
support plate 270 has an outer rim 272 that surrounds
an arrangement of cylindrical bores 274 in which individ-
ual contact pins are fitted. In one example, the cylindrical
bores 274 are supported by a honeycomb arrangement
of fins 276 that extend outwardly from each of the bores.
Spaces between the fins 276 serve to decrease the
weight of the support plate 270. In the example shown,
the top surface of each cylindrical bore has a flat top
section that is joined at its corners to an adjacent flat top
section of another cylindrical bore. The pattern of cylin-
drical bores 274 is designed to match the corresponding
pattern of transducer elements and also to the pattern of
wells in the microplate. The support plate 270 can be
molded, created by a 3-D printer or constructed using
other techniques.
[0024] Figure 8B illustrates how the conductive pins
278 are secured within the support plate 270 and en-
gaged against the surface of the corresponding trans-
ducer elements that are on the bottom surface of the
plate 280. The conductive pins can be press fit into a
cylindrical bore or can be secured by an adhesive. Align-
ment pins at the corners of the support plate 270 align
the plate when it is placed in the base section and also
provide a vertical space for the pins. As shown in Figure
8C, the support plate 270 is secured to the cap 290 of
the ultrasound assembly with fasteners such as screws
or the like. The top cap 290 is secured to the base 260
to complete the transducer unit.
[0025] As an alternative to using spring-loaded con-
ductors, other mechanisms can be used to supply the
required current and voltages to the transducer elements.
Figure 9 illustrates one example, not forming part of the
invention, that uses a printed circuit board to supply driv-
ing signals to the transducer elements. In this embodi-
ment, a lens plate 350 has a number of transducer ele-
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ments 352 secured to a rear surface thereof. In the em-
bodiment shown, each of the transducer elements is
formed as an array 354 of two transducer elements on a
section of piezoelectric substrate. Groups of these trans-
ducer element pairs are arranged in a pattern corre-
sponding to the pattern of wells in a corresponding mi-
croplate. In this embodiment, a printed circuit board 360
has a number of openings 362 that correspond to the
position of the transducer elements. The dimensions of
the openings 362 are slightly smaller than the dimensions
of the transducer elements so that a portion of the printed
circuit board 360 overlaps a portion of the outer perimeter
of the transducer elements. Therefore, electrical contacts
placed on the surface of the printed circuit board that
engages the outer portion of the transducer elements
can be used to deliver signals to the transducer element.
Traces can be routed through the printed circuit board in
order to wire the transducer elements in parallel, in
groups of transducer elements or individually. It is rec-
ognized that the pins or printed circuit board are only to
deliver electrical signals to the transducer elements. Di-
rect soldering and other methods exist to deliver electrical
signals.
[0026] Figure 10 illustrates further details of the plate
280 in accordance with the example of the disclosed tech-
nology. As indicated above, the plate can be made of a
metal such as aluminum,ceramic or graphite or other ma-
terials having good acoustic transmission characteristics
that couple the acoustic energy produced by the trans-
ducers into the wells of a corresponding microplate. In
the example shown, the top surface of the plate 280 in-
cludes a number of concave lenses 282 formed therein.
In one example, each lens is constructed to focus ultra-
sound energy from a transducer element at a distance
corresponding to the diameter of the lens (i.e. an F1 lens).
However, it will be appreciated that other lens designs
could be used. The lens plate can be cast or machined.
[0027] Figure 11 illustrates one example, not forming
part of the invention, of a system for securing a microplate
at a desired level above the lens plate. In one embodi-
ment, the transducer assembly includes a number of ad-
justable spacers 366 having a height selected to position
the bottom of the microplate wells at a desired height
above the surface of the lenses. Different spacers can
be selected depending upon the type of microplate being
used in order to ensure that the focal zone of the trans-
ducers is positioned in a desired portion of the wells. In
one example, the spacers 366 are rods having a diameter
selected in accordance with the type of microplate being
used. The rods are positioned at opposite ends of the
lens plate. The microplate is spaced from the lens plate
by a distance corresponding to the diameter of the rods
set to the height above the lenses.
[0028] Figure 12A and 12B illustrate the acoustic pres-
sures generated by a single transducer element. Figure
12A shows the measured acoustic pressure in a water
tank at the focus of the transducer element. A 15 micro-
second driving pulse at a frequency of 2 MHz and a driv-

ing field of 400 Volts/mm creates a positive pressure in
excess of 30 MPa and a negative pressure of over 15
MPa in approximately 10 microseconds. The pressures
rise and fall as the driving signal is applied to the trans-
ducer element and is then turned off. Figure 12B shows
a mathematical simulation of the pressures in a micro-
plate well. As can be seen, the area of greatest absolute
pressure is created at a distance 4-7 mm above the bot-
tom surface of the well and in the center of the well. Pres-
sures in this range have been determined to have suffi-
cient power to create inertial cavitation in a biological
sample. The lower limit of pressures required to induce
or facilitate inertial cavitation has not been determined
and may be lower than the pressures described. As an
example, it has been determined that negative pressures
should be greater than 5 MPa. In practice, the voltages
applied to the transducer elements are increased until
cavitation can be detected. The focus can be adjusted
to accommodate more or less sample in the well by
changing one or more of the lens geometry, the frequency
of the ultrasound signals applied or the spacing between
the transducer elements and microplate. As previously
stated, one does not have to have the focus inside the
well. Cavitation can also be generated in the pre-focal or
post-focal region.
[0029] In some instances, the wells of the microplate
may not be cylindrical. Therefore, embodiments of the
disclosed technology are constructed and arranged to
receive non-cylindrical wells in order to focus the ultra-
sound energy into the biological samples held by the
wells. In an example not forming part of the invention,
shown in Figure 13A, a number of transducer elements
400 are generally spherical having a hole at their top and
bottom that receive a conical well 420 of a microplate.
The transducer elements 400 have an inner surface 402
and an outer surface 404. The inner surface 402 includes
a first electrode thereon and the outer surface 404 in-
cludes a second electrode thereon. In one embodiment,
a wire can be bonded to the inner surface 402 and routed
through a hole in the transducer element to a signal
source. In another example as shown in Figure 13B, a
wraparound electrode 408 is electrically connected to the
electrode on the inner surface and terminates on the ex-
terior surface of the spherical transducer. An outer elec-
trode 410 on the outer surface of the transducer element
surrounds but does not touch the electrode 408. In one
example, the electrodes 408 and 410 are connected by
wires to a signal source to cause the spherical transducer
element 400 to vibrate and produce ultrasound energy.
[0030] In one example not forming part of the invention,
a coupling material such as liquid or a gel is disposed
between the interior surface of the transducer element
400 and a conical well 420 of a microplate. The spherical
shape of the transducer elements 400 cause the acoustic
energy created by the application of a positive and neg-
ative voltage of the interior and exterior electrodes of the
spherical transducer elements to be focused within the
conical well of the microplate element. In one example,
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the spherical transducer elements are cast as hemi-
spheres and are sintered together once the electrodes
are patterned on the inside and outside surfaces of the
electrode elements.
[0031] Figure 14 illustrates an embodiment of a
number of transducer elements that are designed to
transmit ultrasound energy into a non-cylindrical well of
a microplate. In this embodiment, a number of transduc-
ers 450 are generally cylindrical with an inner diameter
that is large enough to accept a portion of a conical well
of a microplate. The transducer elements include an inner
surface 452 and an outer surface 454. Electrodes placed
on the inner and outer surfaces allow the application of
a voltage and current signal to the transducer element
to cause it to vibrate and produce ultrasound energy
which is focused in a zone within the well of the micro-
plate. In one embodiment, a coupling fluid is placed be-
tween the inner surface of the transducer 450 and the
exterior surface of the microplate wells to couple the
acoustic energy into the microplate well. In one embod-
iment, wires can be used to connect the electrodes on
the interior surface 452 and the outer surface 454 to a
signal source. In an alternative embodiment, wrap
around electrodes can be used to route an electrode that
is electrically coupled to the electrode on the interior sur-
face 452 to a position that is on the exterior of the cylin-
drical transducer 450. Wires or other conductors can then
be used to connect the electrodes to a current and voltage
source.
[0032] Figure 15 illustrates a number of transducer el-
ements in accordance with another embodiment of the
disclosed technology. Each of these transducer ele-
ments is designed to focus ultrasound energy into a non-
cylindrical well of a microplate. In this example, each
transducer 460 has a generally cylindrical shape with an
inner diameter that is sized to receive a portion of the
conical well of a microplate. An electrode 462 on an in-
terior surface of the transducer element and an electrode
464 on the exterior surface of the transducer element are
used to supply a current and voltage to the transducer
element. In this embodiment, a lens 470 is positioned
between the interior surface of the transducer element
and the well of the microplate. In the embodiment shown,
the lens 470 has a radial thickness that varies paraboli-
cally whereby it is thinner at a top end 472 of the trans-
ducer element and radially thicker at a bottom surface
474 of the transducer element. In one embodiment, the
lens 470 is made of an acoustically transparent material
such as aluminum or a ceramic. The design of the lens
is selected to focus ultrasound energy created by the
cylindrical electrode into the middle of the well.
[0033] Yet another example, not forming part of the
invention, of a transducer element in accordance with
the disclosed technology is shown in Figure 16. In this
embodiment, a transducer 500 includes a number of an-
nular transducer elements 502a, 502b... 502i. Each of
the transducer elements 502a-502i is annular in shape
with an outer electrode 506 disposed on the outer perim-

eter of the transducer element and an inner electrode
504 on an inner perimeter of the transducer. Again, as
described above, connections to the electrodes can be
made with wires or a wraparound electrode can be used
to electrically connect to the inner electrode. Application
of a current and voltage signal to the inner and outer
electrodes cause the transducer elements 502a-502i to
produce ultrasound signals. Because the elements 502a-
502i are stacked, they can be driven as a phased array
to control focusing of the ultrasound waves into a desired
portion of the wells of a microplate.
[0034] Figure 17 shows yet another example, not form-
ing part of the invention, of a transducer designed to direct
ultrasound energy into the non-cylindrical wells of a mi-
croplate. In this example, each transducer 520 comprises
a hemispherical shell having an inner surface 522 and
an outer surface 524. The shell is arranged as a cup
whereby the open portion of the hemisphere faces toward
the top of the well. The transducer elements have elec-
trodes on the inner and outer surfaces of the hemisphere
such that application of a current and voltage signal to
the inner and outer electrodes causes the transducer el-
ement 520 to produce ultrasound energy and direct it into
a desired zone within the conical portion of the microplate
well. Because the transducer elements are partially
spherical, ultrasound energy is generally directed to-
wards the geometric center of the hemisphere. The trans-
ducer element includes a hole through its lower surface
through which a tip of the microplate well extends. In one
embodiment, separate wires can be attached to the inner
and outer electrodes of the transducer element 520. Al-
ternatively, wrap-around electrodes can be used to allow
the wires that connect to both electrodes to be located
on the exterior surface of the electrode.
[0035] Figure 18 illustrates a number of transducer el-
ements that are designed to direct ultrasound energy into
a non-cylindrical well of a microplate in accordance with
an embodiment of the disclosed technology. In this ex-
ample not forming part of the invention, the transducer
elements 540 are hemispherically shaped with an interior
surface 542 and an exterior surface 544. Electrodes are
placed on the interior and outer surfaces such that ap-
plication of a current and voltage signal to the electrodes
causes the transducer element 540 to produce ultrasonic
energy which is focused at a desired location in the well
of the microplate. In this example, the transducer ele-
ments are arranged as umbrellas whereby the larger di-
ameter of the hemisphere is pointed towards the bottom
of the microplate well. Again, because the transducer
element 540 is hemispherically shaped, the ultrasound
energy produced will be focused at roughly the geometric
center of the transducer. A hole positioned at the top
surface of the electrode receives the tip of the microplate
well such that the microplate well extends through the
center of the transducer element 540. Connections to the
electrodes on an interior of the transducer elements can
be made with individual wires. Alternatively, a wrapa-
round electrode can be used to allow connections to be
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made on the outside of the transducer element.
[0036] Figure 19 illustrates an alternative embodiment
of a transducer. In this embodiment, a transducer 560 is
formed as a generally flat disk with a circular perimeter
and a hole in the center. A first electrode is formed on
the bottom surface 562 of the disk and a second electrode
is formed on the top surface 564 of the disk. The tip of
the conical well of the microplate extends through a hole
at the center of the disk. Above the top surface of the
transducer element 560 is an acoustic reflector 570. The
acoustic reflector has a lower surface that engages the
top surface 564. The diameter of the acoustic reflector
tapers from a diameter equal to the diameter of the disk
and gets smaller as it extends upwards away from the
top surface 564 of the transducer 560 until it has a lesser
diameter, thereby giving the acoustic reflector 570 a gen-
erally bell shape. The acoustic reflector 570 operates as
an acoustic waveguide to focus the ultrasound energy
produced by the transducer element 560 at a desired
location in the well of the microplate. Suitable materials
for the acoustic reflector 570 include metals, such as alu-
minum, or ceramics.
[0037] In yet another example, not forming part of the
invention, of the disclosed technology, the transducer el-
ements can be capacitively coupled to the well of the
microplate. Figure 20 illustrates an example where a pair
of transducer elements 602a and 602b are generally
spherical in shape with a top hole 606 on its top surface
and a smaller hole 608 on its bottom surface. Dimensions
of the holes 606 and 608 are designed to accept a cor-
respondingly conical shaped well 620 of a microplate. In
this example, the outer portions of the transducers 602a,
602b are seated in a conductive material such as a con-
ductive epoxy that forms an electrode on the exterior sur-
face of the transducer elements. The second electrode
is formed on the exterior surface of the microplate wells.
As shown, an electrode 624 is disposed on the outer
conical portion of a microplate well. The holes through
the transducers are tapered such that insertion of the
conical well into the holes of the transducer elements
causes the electrode 624 to be positioned against an
interior surface of the transducer element. Application of
a suitable current and voltage signal between the con-
ductive material 618 and the corresponding electrodes
624 on the outer surface of the well causes the transducer
elements 602a, 602b to produce ultrasound energy
which is focused at a location in the interior of the micro-
plate wells. In another example, there may be a gap be-
tween the electrode on the microplate well and the interior
of the transducer element (e.g. a spherical transducer
element).
[0038] In some embodiments, it has been determined
that the thickness of the bottom portion of the well of a
microplate affects the transmission of acoustic energy
into the well. The efficiency has been determined to in-
crease to a maximum efficiency at some point between
a minimum and maximum thickness of the well bottom.
In one embodiment shown in Figure 21, it has been cal-

culated that the efficiency rises as the thickness is in-
creased from 52 microns to a maximum efficiency occur-
ring at approximately 59 microns and then decreases as
the thickness increases from 59 microns to 68 microns.
The exact values depends on the material properties of
the microplate. Therefore, it can be seen that the thick-
ness of the base of the microplate well can be selected
in order to achieve maximum transmission efficiency. In
one embodiment, the base thickness is selected to be
approximately 59 microns in order to achieve maximum
transmission of acoustic energy into the well.
[0039] In yet an alternative embodiment, the bottom of
the microplate well can be molded as a lens to focus
ultrasound energy into the well, and as such may not
require a separate focusing lens between the transducer
and the bottom of the microplate. Figure 22 shows a cut-
away view of a microplate well 656 having a lens 660
integrally formed therein. In the example shown, a sheet
of piezoelectric material 650 has a transducer element
652 formed onto a bottom surface. The transducer ele-
ment 652 has a generally circular shape that matches
the diameter of the cylindrical microplate well 656. A cou-
pling material such as water or gel 654 is positioned be-
tween the bottom of the well 656 and the attachment
plate for the transducer, 650. The attachment plate 650
may be metal and used to remove heat from the water
or gel pad. In this embodiment, the bottom and/or side-
walls of the well of the microplate well are not of a uniform
thickness but have a thickness that varies to focus acous-
tic energy from the transducer element 652 towards an
interior portion of the well 656. In one embodiment, the
bottom of the well has a concave shape to act as a lens
that focuses ultrasound energy into an interior portion of
the well. The well 656 can be injection-molded to form
the lens 660 in its desired shape and focus the ultrasound
energy into the desired portion of the well. Biological ma-
terials within the well 656 are sheared due to the inertial
cavitation occurring in the focal zone 670. After applica-
tion of the ultrasound energy to the wells of the micro-
plate, the samples are ready for further processing.
[0040] From the foregoing, it will be appreciated that
specific embodiments of the invention have been de-
scribed herein for purposes of illustration, but that various
modifications may be made without deviating from the
scope of the invention. Accordingly, the invention is not
limited except as by the appended claims.

Claims

1. A system for shearing biological materials in a sam-
ple well of a microplate, comprising:
a number of transducer elements (450, 560), char-
acterised in that:
each transducer element (450, 560) is constructed
to receive a conical sample well of a microplate at
least partially through the transducer element (450,
560) and to deliver ultrasound energy into the sample
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well at sufficient acoustic pressures to cause inertial
cavitation in a biological sample, wherein:

each transducer element (450) is cylindrical, or
each transducer element (560) is disk-shaped
with a hole through a central portion thereof and
includes a waveguide (570) on top of the disk to
direct ultrasound energy from the transducer
(560) into a sample well of the microplate.

2. The system of claim 1, where the transducer ele-
ments are configured to create ultrasound energy at
sufficient acoustic pressures to cause inertial cavi-
tation to shear DNA or chromatin samples down to
50 base pairs.

3. The system of claim 1, where the transducer ele-
ments are configured to create ultrasound energy at
sufficient acoustic pressures to cause inertial cavi-
tation to shear DNA or chromatin to a range of sizes
including 100-300 base pairs.

4. The system of claim 1, wherein each cylindrical
transducer element includes a lens in an interior por-
tion of the cylindrical transducer element.

5. The system of claim 1, wherein the system is for
shearing cellular material, and wherein the system
further comprises:

a signal generator configured to supply ultra-
sound driving pulses;
an amplifier for amplifying the driving pulses,
wherein each transducer element is a piezoe-
lectric element that is configured to receive the
amplified driving pulses and configured to pro-
duce ultrasound energy that is directed into a
microplate having a number of wells in which
cellular material is placed, wherein each piezo-
electric element is formed as an array on a pie-
zoelectric substrate, whereby the number of pi-
ezoelectric elements are arranged in a pattern
to underlie the wells of the microplate;
wherein the amplifier is configured to amplify the
ultrasound driving pulses to a voltage sufficient
to create a negative pressure in the wells of the
microplate of greater than 5 MPa to shear cel-
lular material by inertial cavitation.

6. The system of claim 5, further comprising a gel layer
between the number of piezoelectric elements and
the wells of the microplate for coupling ultrasound
energy into the wells of the microplate.

7. The system of claim 5, wherein the ultrasound driving
pulses produced by the signal generator have a fre-
quency of 2 MHz and a 15 microsecond duration.

8. The system of claim 7, wherein the amplifier is con-
figured to amplify the ultrasound driving pulses to a
field of 400 volts per mm. in the piezoelectric sub-
strate.

Patentansprüche

1. System zum Scheren von biologischen Materialien
in einem Probenwell einer Mikroplatte, umfassend:
eine Anzahl von Wandlerelementen (450, 560), da-
durch gekennzeichnet, dass:
jedes Wandlerelement (450, 560) ausgebildet ist, ei-
nen konischen Probenwell einer Mikroplatte mindes-
tens teilweise durch das Wandlerelement (450, 560)
hindurch aufzunehmen und Ultraschallenergie in
den Probenwell mit ausreichenden Schalldrücken zu
liefern, um inertiale Kavitation in einer biologischen
Probe zu bewirken, wobei:

jedes Wandlerelement (450) zylindrisch ist, oder
jedes Wandlerelement (560) scheibenförmig
mit einem Loch durch einen zentralen Abschnitt
davon ist und einen Wellenleiter (570) oben auf
der Scheibe beinhaltet, um Ultraschallenergie
von dem Wandler (560) in einen Probenwell der
Mikroplatte zu richten.

2. System nach Anspruch 1, wobei die Wandlerele-
mente konfiguriert sind, Ultraschallenergie mit aus-
reichenden Schalldrücken zu erzeugen, um inertiale
Kavitation zum Scheren von DNA oder Chromatin-
Proben auf 50 Basenpaare herunter zu bewirken.

3. System nach Anspruch 1, wobei die Wandlerele-
mente konfiguriert sind, Ultraschallenergie mit aus-
reichenden Schalldrücken zu erzeugen, um inertiale
Kavitation zum Scheren von DNA oder Chromatin
gemäß einem Bereich von Größen, der 100-300 Ba-
senpaare einschließt, zu bewirken.

4. System nach Anspruch 1, wobei jedes zylindrische
Wandlerelement eine Linse in einem Innenabschnitt
des zylindrischen Wandlerelements beinhaltet.

5. System nach Anspruch 1, wobei das System zum
Scheren von zellulärem Material dient und wobei das
System ferner umfasst:

einen Signalgenerator, der konfiguriert ist, Ul-
traschall-Treiberimpulse zu liefern;
einen Verstärker zum Verstärken der Treiberim-
pulse, wobei jedes Wandlerelement ein piezo-
elektrisches Element ist, das konfiguriert ist, die
verstärkten Treiberimpulse zu empfangen, und
konfiguriert ist, Ultraschallenergie zu erzeugen,
die in eine Mikroplatte mit einer Anzahl von
Wells gerichtet ist, in denen zelluläres Material
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platziert ist, wobei jedes piezoelektrische Ele-
ment als ein Array auf einem piezoelektrischen
Substrat gebildet ist, wodurch die Anzahl von
piezoelektrischen Elementen in einem unter den
Wells der Mikroplatte liegenden Muster ange-
ordnet ist;
wobei der Verstärker konfiguriert ist, die Ultra-
schall-Treiberimpulse auf eine Spannung zu
verstärken, die ausreicht, um einen Unterdruck
in den Wells der Mikroplatte von mehr als 5 MPa
zu erzeugen, um zelluläres Material durch iner-
tiale Kavitation zu scheren.

6. System nach Anspruch 5, ferner umfassend eine
Gelschicht zwischen der Anzahl von piezoelektri-
schen Elementen und den Wells der Mikroplatte zum
Koppeln von Ultraschallenergie in die Wells der Mi-
kroplatte.

7. System nach Anspruch 5, wobei die vom Signalge-
nerator erzeugten Ultraschall-Treiberimpulse eine
Frequenz von 2 MHz und eine Dauer von 15 Mikro-
sekunden aufweisen.

8. System nach Anspruch 7, wobei der Verstärker kon-
figuriert ist, die Ultraschall-Treiberimpulse auf ein
Feld von 400 Volt pro mm im piezoelektrischen Sub-
strat zu verstärken.

Revendications

1. Un système destiné à cisailler des matériaux biolo-
giques dans un puits à échantillon d’une micropla-
que, comprenant :
un certain nombre d’éléments transducteurs (450,
560), caractérisés en ce que :
chaque élément transducteur (450, 560) est cons-
truit pour recevoir un puits à échantillon conique
d’une microplaque au moins en partie à travers l’élé-
ment transducteur (450, 560) et à fournir de l’énergie
ultrasonore au puits à échantillon à des pressions
acoustiques suffisantes pour provoquer une cavita-
tion inertielle dans un échantillon biologique, dans
lequel :

chaque élément transducteur (450) est cylindri-
que, ou
chaque élément transducteur (560) est en forme
de disque avec un trou à travers une partie cen-
trale de celui-ci et comporte un guide d’ondes
(570) sur le dessus du disque pour diriger l’éner-
gie ultrasonore du transducteur (560) à un puits
à échantillon de la microplaque.

2. Le système de la revendication 1, dans lequel les
éléments transducteurs sont configurés pour créer
de l’énergie ultrasonore à des pressions acoustiques

suffisantes pour amener une cavitation inertielle à
cisailler des échantillons d’ADN ou de chromatine
jusqu’à 50 paires de bases.

3. Le système de la revendication 1, dans lequel les
éléments transducteurs sont configurés pour créer
de l’énergie ultrasonore à des pressions acoustiques
suffisantes pour amener une cavitation inertielle à
cisailler des échantillons d’ADN ou de chromatine à
une gamme de tailles comprenant 100-300 paires
de bases.

4. Le système de la revendication 1, dans lequel cha-
que élément transducteur cylindrique comprend une
lentille dans une partie intérieure de l’élément trans-
ducteur cylindrique.

5. Le système de la revendication 1, le système étant
destiné à cisailler un matériau cellulaire, et le systè-
me comprenant en sus :

un générateur de signaux configuré pour fournir
des impulsions de commande ultrasonores ;
un amplificateur pour amplifier les impulsions de
commande, chaque élément transducteur étant
un élément piézoélectrique configuré pour rece-
voir les impulsions de commande amplifiées et
configuré pour produire de l’énergie ultrasonore
qui est dirigée vers une microplaque dotée d’un
nombre de puits dans lesquels du matériau cel-
lulaire est placé, chaque élément piézoélectri-
que étant formé comme un réseau sur un subs-
trat piézoélectrique, le nombre d’éléments pié-
zoélectriques étant disposés selon une configu-
ration pour s’étendre sous les puits de la
microplaque ;
l’amplificateur étant configuré pour amplifier les
impulsions de commande ultrasonores jusqu’à
une tension suffisante pour créer dans les puits
de la microplaque une pression négative supé-
rieure à 5 MPa pour cisailler le matériau cellu-
laire par cavitation inertielle.

6. Le système de la revendication 5, comprenant en
sus une couche de gel entre le nombre d’éléments
piézoélectriques et les puits de la microplaque pour
coupler de l’énergie ultrasonore dans les puits de la
microplaque.

7. Le système de la revendication 5, dans lequel les
impulsions de commande ultrasonores produites par
le générateur de signaux ont une fréquence de 2
MHz et une durée de 15 microsecondes.

8. Le système de la revendication 7, dans lequel l’am-
plificateur est configuré pour amplifier les impulsions
de commande ultrasonores jusqu’à un champ de
400 volts/mm dans le substrat piézoélectrique.

17 18 



EP 3 169 451 B1

11



EP 3 169 451 B1

12



EP 3 169 451 B1

13



EP 3 169 451 B1

14



EP 3 169 451 B1

15



EP 3 169 451 B1

16



EP 3 169 451 B1

17



EP 3 169 451 B1

18



EP 3 169 451 B1

19



EP 3 169 451 B1

20



EP 3 169 451 B1

21



EP 3 169 451 B1

22



EP 3 169 451 B1

23



EP 3 169 451 B1

24



EP 3 169 451 B1

25



EP 3 169 451 B1

26



EP 3 169 451 B1

27



EP 3 169 451 B1

28



EP 3 169 451 B1

29



EP 3 169 451 B1

30



EP 3 169 451 B1

31



EP 3 169 451 B1

32



EP 3 169 451 B1

33



EP 3 169 451 B1

34



EP 3 169 451 B1

35

REFERENCES CITED IN THE DESCRIPTION

This list of references cited by the applicant is for the reader’s convenience only. It does not form part of the European
patent document. Even though great care has been taken in compiling the references, errors or omissions cannot be
excluded and the EPO disclaims all liability in this regard.

Patent documents cited in the description

• US 62025873 [0001] • US 6699711 B,  Hahn  [0005]


	bibliography
	description
	claims
	drawings
	cited references

