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(54) DENTAL VARIATION TRACKING AND PREDICTION

(57) Systems and methods are presented for evalu-
ating a dental condition. A first digital representation of
at least a portion of an oral cavity of a first patient is
compared to a second digital representation of the oral
cavity of the same patient. The first digital representation
is representative of the oral cavity of the first patient at a
first time and the second digital representation is repre-

sentative of the oral cavity of the first patient at a second,
later time. At least one clinically-significant difference be-
tween the first digital representation and the second dig-
ital representation are automatically identified and the
first digital representation is displayed in a way that high-
lights the at least one clinically significant difference.
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Description

BACKGROUND

[0001] Embodiments of the invention relate to systems
and method for utilizing dental imaging modalities for
screening, diagnostics, patient communication, manu-
facturing of treatment appliances, and monitoring treat-
ment programs.

SUMMARY

[0002] In one embodiment, the invention provides a
method of evaluating a dental condition. A first digital
representation of at least a portion of an oral cavity of a
first patient is compared to a second digital representa-
tion of at least a portion of the oral cavity of the same
patient. The first digital representation is representative
of the oral cavity of the first patient at a first time and the
second digital representation is representative of the oral
cavity of the first patient at a second, later time. At least
one clinically-significant difference between the first dig-
ital representation and the second digital representation
are automatically identified and the second digital repre-
sentation is displayed in a way that highlights the at least
one clinically-significant difference.
[0003] In some embodiments, the second digital rep-
resentation is indicative of a current condition of the pa-
tient’s oral cavity and the first digital representation is
indicative of the condition of the patient’s oral cavity at
an earlier time (e.g., a previous office visit). In other em-
bodiments, the first digital representation is indicative of
the current condition of the patient’s oral cavity and the
second digital representation is a predictive representa-
tion of a future state of the patient’s oral cavity. In this
way, the system can demonstrate to the patient how on-
going treatment (or lack thereof) will likely affect the pa-
tient’s oral health.
[0004] In still other embodiments, the first digital rep-
resentation is indicative of a previous condition of the
patient’s oral cavity and the second digital representation
is an estimated representation of the current condition of
the patient’s oral cavity. By comparing the digital repre-
sentations, the system can provide an estimated, pre-
dicted view of a patient’s oral cavity before an office visit
to allow the dental professional to analyze and evaluate
potential treatment plans before the patient arrives at the
office.
[0005] In yet another embodiment, the invention pro-
vides a method of evaluating a dental condition. A first
digital representation of at least a portion of an oral cavity
of a first patient is compared to a second digital repre-
sentation of at least a portion of the oral cavity of the
same patient. The first digital representation is represent-
ative of the oral cavity of the first patient at a first time
and the second digital representation is representative
of the oral cavity of the first patient at a second, later time.
At least one clinically-significant difference between the

first digital representation and the second digital repre-
sentation are automatically identified and the first digital
representation is displayed in a way that highlights the
at least one clinically-significant difference.
[0006] In another embodiment, the invention provides
a method of evaluating a dental condition. A first digital
representation of at least a portion of an oral cavity of a
first patient is compared to a second digital representa-
tion of at least a portion of the oral cavity of the same
patient. The first digital representation is representative
of the oral cavity of the first patient at a first time and the
second digital representation is representative of the oral
cavity of the first patient at a second, later time. At least
one clinically-significant difference between the first dig-
ital representation and the second digital representation
are automatically identified and a combination of the first
digital representation and the second digital representa-
tion is displayed in a way that highlights the at least one
clinically-significant difference.
[0007] Other aspects of the invention will become ap-
parent by consideration of the detailed description and
accompanying drawings.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

[0008]

Fig. 1 is a block diagram of a system for monitoring
and tracking dental variations.

Fig. 2 is a flowchart of a method for monitoring chang-
es in a patient’s dentition using the system of Fig. 1.

Fig. 3 is an overhead view of a 3D digital rendering
of a patient’s dentition at a first time.

Fig. 4 is an overhead view of a second 3D digital
rendering of the patient’s dentition from Fig. 3 after
treatment with a dental appliance over a period of
time.

Fig. 5 is a combined 3D digital model demonstrating
changes in the teeth position in the digital rendering
of Fig. 4 as compared to the digital rendering of Fig. 3.

Fig. 6A is an overhead display of a digital rendering
of a patient’s dentition for quantitatively demonstrat-
ing changes in tooth position using color coding.

Fig. 6B is a perspective view of the digital rendering
of Fig. 6A.

Fig. 7 is a flowchart of a method for generating and
displaying a predictive rendering of tooth position us-
ing the system of Fig. 1.
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DETAILED DESCRIPTION

[0009] Before any embodiments of the invention are
explained in detail, it is to be understood that the invention
is not limited in its application to the details of construction
and the arrangement of components set forth in the fol-
lowing description or illustrated in the following drawings.
The invention is capable of other embodiments and of
being practiced or of being carried out in various ways.
[0010] Fig. 1 illustrates a system 100 for capturing,
processing, analyzing, and comparing dental imaging
scans. A processor 101 is coupled to a non-transitory
computer-readable memory 103. The memory 103 can
include, for example, one or more hard disks, flash mem-
ory modules, or cloud storage devices. The memory 103
stores instructions that are accessed and executed by
the processor 101 to provide functionality, for example,
as described in further detail below. The processor 101
is communicatively coupled to one or more imaging cap-
ture devices (e.g., a CT scanner 105, an optical surface
scanner 107, and other types of imaging modality scan-
ners or imaging devices 109, which may include, for ex-
ample, an optical camera). Three-dimensional or two-
dimensional digital renderings captured by the various
scanning platforms and/or imaging devices are stored on
the memory 103 for analysis and manipulation. Depend-
ing on the imaging modality, these digital renderings can
include 2 or 3 dimensional geometrical data as well as
other information including, for example, color, shade,
and texture. The stored renderings are also accessible
at later dates, for example, to provide the comparison
functionality described below.
[0011] Digital renderings captured by the imaging plat-
forms and stored on the memory 103 can be displayed
on a display unit 111 (e.g., a high-definition video moni-
tor). The system 100 also receives various input and in-
structions from a user through a user interface device
113 as described in further detail below. The system 100
is also capable of communicating with other systems
through a network (e.g., a local-area or wide-area net-
work) or the Internet 115. The system 100 thereby is able
to access data and digital renderings stored on an exter-
nal system and is also able to transmit locally stored im-
ages and data to external systems.
[0012] The system 100 is configured to perform various
analysis and manipulation of dental imaging data cap-
tured by the connected dental scanning platforms. For
example, as described further below, the system 100 is
configured to scan a patient’s oral cavity using the 3D
optical scanner 107. In some constructions, the 3D opti-
cal scanner 107 uses an optical mechanism (e.g., lasers)
to capture surface contour details and generates a 3D
surface model of the oral cavity based on the geometric
details. In other constructions, the 3D optical scanner
107 generates a photorealistic 3D digital surface model.
The photorealistic 3D digital surface model may be gen-
erated by mapping color photographic data onto a 3D
surface model. Some examples of techniques used to

map photographic data onto a surface model are dis-
cussed in U.S. Patent Publication No. 2011/0316978, the
entire contents of which are incorporated herein by ref-
erence. Photographic texture mapping on to three-di-
mensional models may also be accomplished by imple-
menting a system based on software packages such as
the Open GL Cube Map extension from NVIDIA Corpo-
ration.
[0013] In some constructions, the 3D optical scanner
107 also provides for detection and visual representation
of caries and soft-tissue changes in the oral cavity. Both
the upper and lower jaws can be scanned independently
so that the system 100 can display the mouth in a "jaws
open" positioning as well as displaying the 3D renderings
in occlusion.
[0014] The system 100 is also designed to overlay mul-
tiple scans (i.e., stored 3D renderings) to automatically
display changes. This overlaid display mechanism auto-
matically provides for screening of possible problems,
supporting diagnosis, and communicating status/chang-
es with the patient. The system 100 is capable of dem-
onstrating changes in tooth form (i.e., tooth wear, decay
of enamel, chipping, loss of restorations, etc.) as well as
changes in tooth position in relation to each other. Chang-
es in tooth position may require orthodontic treatment
and there are also other possible health conditions that
impact tooth position. The system 100 also shows chang-
es in tooth color indicative of staining (e.g., an opportunity
for new whitening treatments), tooth vitality (teeth turn
dark once they lose vitality), and calculus development.
[0015] The system 100 also detects and demonstrates
changes in oral soft tissues. For example, the system
100 can show retraction of the gum line over time which
may be indicative of periodontal disease or incorrect
brushing technique. The system 100 can also detect and
highlight changes in soft tissue shape indicative of swell-
ing or other subgingival changes. Changes in color of
various oral soft tissues (e.g., tongue, palate, cheeks,
gingiva, etc.) are also detected and displayed to the user.
[0016] Various other constructions of the system are
capable of capturing, tracking, and detecting other
changes in a patient’s oral cavity. For example, a fluo-
rescence imaging system can be used to detect changes
in the chemical structure of the teeth indicative of caries
and demineralization. This chemical analysis is also dis-
played as a three-dimensional rendering by mapping the
chemical scan data to another three-dimensional model
captured, for example, by the CT or optical scanner.
[0017] Fig. 2 illustrates an example of a method for
detecting changes in tooth position using the system of
Fig. 1. The system 100 receives a new 3D model cap-
tured by one of the scanning platforms (step 201). The
new 3D model is stored to a memory unit for later access,
analysis, and comparison (step 203). A second, previ-
ously stored 3D model is accessed from the memory
(step 205) and compared to the new 3D model. By com-
paring two 3D models of from the same patient captured
at two different points in time, changes in the patient’s
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dentition or other parts of the oral cavity can be detected.
For example, a dentist may capture a new 3D model of
a patient at a check-up and compare the new 3D model
to a 3D model of the same patient that was captured,
generated, and stored at the patient’s last check-up.
[0018] A user is able to define various analysis criteria
to be utilized by the system during the automatic com-
parison (step 207). For example, a dentist can instruct
the system to compare two optically scanned models and
two scanned fluorescence models to detect any signifi-
cant changes in tooth position, gum line position, and
chemical structure. The dentist can also define various
thresholds that cause the system to flag certain charac-
teristic changes as relevant or clinically significant. For
example, the dentist can define a gum-line movement
threshold of 2mm. If the system detects a difference in
the position of the gum-line of more than 2mm between
the two digital models, the system will display a notifica-
tion to the dentist indicating that a clinically-significant
change has been detected and prompting the dentist to
view the comparison models in further detail. By setting
threshold criteria and by automatically flagging clinically-
significant changes, the system can more easily make
the dentist aware of conditions that should be further ex-
plored and evaluated instead of leaving the dentist to
detect such changes on his own.
[0019] In this way, the system is able to detect clinical-
ly-significant changes that could not be detected by visual
inspection of a patient’s teeth and dental records (i.e.,
visual comparison of x-rays). As discussed above, a den-
tist can adjust system settings to define the specific cri-
teria that will indicate what will be considered a "clinically-
significant change" and, therefore, will be flagged by the
system. However, in some other constructions, the sys-
tem is pre-programmed based on generally accepted di-
agnostic theory and other mechanisms to identify what
criteria are indicative of a "clinically-significant" change.
Therefore, a "clinically-significant" change is one that is
defined by the system (either through pre-programing or
by user customization) as a change that should be high-
lighted to a user after the comparison is completed.
[0020] After the system 100 has compared the 3D dig-
ital models and automatically identified differences (step
209), an image is displayed to the user highlighting any
clinically-significant changes (211). For example, Fig. 3
shows a first 3D digital model of a patient’s upper teeth
generated based on an optical surface scan. Fig. 4 shows
a second 3D digital model of the same patient’s upper
teeth after corrective braces have been installed and a
period of time has elapsed. It can be difficult to properly
characterize or evaluate any changes in tooth position
simply by looking at these two digital renderings next to
each other. To facilitate the characterization and/or eval-
uation, the system 100 also generates a composite mod-
el based on the data from both the first 3D digital model
(Fig. 3) and the second 3D digital model (Fig. 4). This
combined model, shown in Fig. 5, more clearly highlights
changes in tooth position over time. The patient’s left

front incisor has moved from a first position 501A to a
second position 501B as a result of the corrective treat-
ment implemented by the braces. Similarly, the patient’s
right front incisor has moved from a first position 503A
to a second position 503B since the braces were in-
stalled.
[0021] In addition to showing the overlaid model of Fig.
5, the system allows the user to selectively toggle back-
and-forth between the current model (Fig. 4) and the pre-
vious model (Fig. 3). The toggling between various image
displays (e.g., the overlaid/superimposed models of Fig.
5, the current model of Fig. 4, and the previous model of
Fig. 3) can be performed based on user input or can be
configured to automatically toggle between various im-
age displays at the defined frequency. The toggling can
transition back-and-forth between two images or provide
a sequential progression between three or more image
displays. Furthermore, in some constructions, the sys-
tem 100 provides a user interface that allows the user to
select a specific view for a number of choices (for exam-
ple, by an on-screen button or a drop-down menu) and
allow the user to transition between various image views
without a defined sequence. In still other constructions,
the system 100 generates an animation showing the tran-
sition from the first position (Fig. 3) to the new, current
position (Fig. 4) to visually show the changes in tooth
position on an accelerated timeline.
[0022] The system is configured to toggle between im-
age displays based on one or more toggle instructions.
In some constructions, the toggle instruction is generated
in response to a user input. For example, a user can
repeatedly select a single button on the user interface to
continually cycle through a series of two or more image
displays and the system may generate a unique toggle
instruction based on the image display that is being
shown when the toggle instruction is generated/received.
In other constructions, the user interface can include a
plurality of buttons each corresponding to a specific im-
age display. In this way, the system generates a unique
toggle instruction based on the specific button that is se-
lected by the user. In still other constructions, the toggle
instruction is automatically generated by the system
processor at a defined frequency to automatically cycle
through a series of two or more image displays.
[0023] The system 100 can also show changes quan-
titatively by displaying numeric data summarizing the
movement (e.g., the lateral distance change in mm). Al-
ternatively, the system 100 is equipped to provide a plu-
rality of different viewing mechanisms that can be select-
ed by the user/operator. For example, Fig. 6A shows the
second 3D digital rendering (from Fig. 4) with the braces
removed. Instead of overlaying the second rendering and
the first rendering, the movement in tooth position is
quantitatively illustrated by color coding. The molars 601
have undergone relatively little movement since the brac-
es were installed and, therefore, are illustrated in a first
color (e.g., green). In contrast, the front incisors have
undergone more substantial movement and are, there-
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fore, illustrated in a second, different color (e.g., blue or
red).
[0024] The system 100 also allows the user to manip-
ulate the positioning of the 3D renderings to view different
aspects of the patient’s oral models. For example, Fig.
6A shows the upper teeth from below. In contrast, Fig.
6B shows the same teeth from a forward perspective. By
changing the orientation/perspective of the model ren-
dering, the user is now able to view data indicative of
changes in position of the front of the teeth 605. In some
constructions, the system 100 provides a plurality ofpre-
set orientations that the user can select, for example, by
either pressing a button on a graphical user interface or
selecting from a drop-down menu interface. In other con-
structions, the user can more freely manipulate the ori-
entation by using the up-down-right-left keys on a key-
board interface or by clicking and dragging on the model
using a mouse.
[0025] It should be noted that, although Figs. 3, 4, 5,
6A, and 6B only show changes in the position of a single
row of teeth, the system 100 can be used to display other
significant data or information, including the data and in-
formation discussed above. For example, the system can
display a more complete oral scan to show the position
of a patient’s gum-line and to demonstrate changes in
the gum line position over time. Similarly, as also dis-
cussed above, the system 100 can display both the upper
and lower jaw of the patient (either closed or opened)
based on user preference.
[0026] In some constructions, the subject matter
shown on the display will be determined based on the
user’s preset preferences (step 207 of Fig. 2) and based
on specific significant changes detected and flagged by
the system. For example, the system 100 may show only
the patient’s teeth if it determines that there has been a
clinically-significant change in the patient’s tooth posi-
tion, color, or chemistry (based on user defined thresh-
olds/criteria). However, the system 100 may instead
show a more complete model that includes both the teeth
and the gum line if clinically-significant changes in gum
line position are detected.
[0027] Returning to Fig. 2, the system 100 also simu-
lates future changes based on previously captured and
stored data (step 213) and displays these predicted ren-
derings to the user on the display (step 215). For exam-
ple, if the system detects a change in a patient’s tooth
position between a current visit and a previous visit, the
system can predict the patient’s hypothetical tooth posi-
tion at a future point in time. Other mechanisms for pre-
dicting orthodontic and periodontal changes may be
adapted to generate the predictive modeling techniques
implemented by the system 100.
[0028] Fig. 7 illustrates one example of a method for
predicting a future position of a patient’s teeth based on
previously stored dental models. The system 100 deter-
mines a magnitude and direction of change in tooth po-
sition over time (step 701) and calculates an extrapolated
or otherwise estimated future position of the tooth based

on the measured change (step 703). Once a predicted
position of a tooth is determined, the system 100 adds
the predicted tooth position to a new predicted model
rendering of the patient’s oral cavity. If more teeth remain
to be analyzed (step 705), the system moves to the next
tooth (step 707) and continues to predict future tooth po-
sitioning on a tooth-by-tooth basis. Once the future po-
sition of each of the patient’s teeth has been predicted,
the system displays the predicted image to the users
(e.g., the dentist and the patient).
[0029] The estimation of a future position for each in-
dividual tooth can be based on predicted linear move-
ment or predicted non-linear movement based on the
comparison of two or more 3D digital models for the pa-
tient that are stored on the system 100. For example, one
predictive model that estimates future tooth position
based on linear movement monitors a location of a mid-
point of the tooth crown or another point on the tooth
volume and measures movement of that single point be-
tween two chronologically separated 3D digital models.
The system 100 compares two chronologically separated
3D digital models for the same patient and determines a
direction of movement (e.g., linear movement or angular
movement) and a rate of movement. An estimated future
position and orientation of the single tooth is then deter-
mined by continuing to move the location of that single
point on each individual tooth at the same rate and in the
same direction (i.e., an angular or linear direction) relative
to a fixed location (e.g., the patient’s jaw). A 3D predicted
model is then generated based on the estimated future
position and orientation of each tooth.
[0030] Predictive models that estimate non-linear
movement may take into account movements of a single
point on a tooth over several chronologically separated
models, determine when movement of the tooth is slow-
ing or increasing, and utilize that detected changing rate
of movement to estimate a future position of each indi-
vidual tooth. Furthermore, in some constructions, the
system 100 monitors multiple points on each individual
tooth to detect changes in yaw, pitch, and roll of the tooth
and to utilize those detected changes to estimate a future
position of the tooth. Additionally, some predictive mod-
eling techniques account for the fact that the movement
of one tooth will affect or be restricted by the move-
ment/location of another, neighboring tooth. Therefore,
in some constructions, the predictive modeling tech-
niques analyze movement of individual teeth in parallel
and predict how changes in position of one tooth will re-
strict or expedite movement of other teeth.
[0031] As discussed above, some constructions of the
system 100 include an external system that stores a se-
ries of dental models for a large number of patients. In
some constructions, this shared database is implement-
ed as a cloud storage mechanism that is used by the
system 100 to provide detailed predictive modeling
based on observed changes in other patients. For exam-
ple, characteristics of a progression of stored models for
a first patient can be fitted to a corresponding progression
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of stored models for one or more other patients who have
exhibited similar tooth movement. Future movement of
the first patient’s teeth can be predicted based on sub-
sequent models from the matched progression of stored
models for the one or more other patients. In this way,
the system 100 uses a repository of data for many pa-
tients to identify a specific real-world example of dental
changes that closely match those exhibited by the first
patient and to generate a prediction for future tooth move-
ment based on the identified real-world example. As
more patients are added to the system and more subse-
quent 3D models are added to the shared database (or
cloud environment), the system 100 becomes self-learn-
ing and can provide increasingly accurate predictive
modeling.
[0032] Although the method of Fig. 7 specifically ad-
dresses predicting tooth position, similar progression-
based prediction techniques can be used to estimate fur-
ther regression of a patient’s gum line, deterioration of
enamel, changes in tooth color, changes in tooth chem-
istry, etc. Furthermore, observed changes in one dental
characteristic can inform the prediction for another. For
example, the system 100 may be configured to detect
the onset of periodontal disease based on a change in
color of a specific tooth. Because periodontal disease
may weaken the root and make the tooth more suscep-
tible to movement or loss, the predictive modeling algo-
rithm may apply a significantly greater rate of progression
in the visual symptoms associated with periodontal dis-
ease (or may even predict that the tooth will fall out) based
on the detected change in color.
[0033] Cross-modality predictions like these can also
be implemented in constructions that utilize the shared
database (or cloud environment) for predictive modeling
based on other real-world examples. For example, a pro-
gression of stored models from another patient can be
better fitted to those of a current patient by matching mul-
tiple characteristics (e.g., color changes at a similar rate,
similar tooth wear, similar gum-line retraction, and similar
tooth movement). Some constructions of the cloud-
based predictive system also categorize and match pa-
tient datasets based on other criteria including, for ex-
ample, diagnosed diseases, age, ethnicity, and geo-
graphic location.
[0034] Some constructions of the system 100 may only
implement a single predictive modeling technique for all
patients. However, in other constructions, the system 100
may select a predictive modeling technique or fine-tune
the application of the modeling technique based on iden-
tified discriminating characteristic of the patient’s denti-
tion/oral cavity. For example, the system 100 may be
configured to identify patients with a uniquely narrow den-
tal arch and to apply a specific predictive modeling algo-
rithm that is designed specifically for patients that have
a narrow dental arch.
[0035] Once a predicted model is generated, the sys-
tem 100 can display the predicted model in isolation and
can also provide a comparison of the predicted model to

the current position of the patient’s oral structure. For
example, the system can overlay the predicted model
onto the current 3D digital model of the patient’s teeth to
visually depict differences in tooth position between the
two models (e.g., as shown in Fig. 5). The system 100
can also use the color-coding technique of Figs. 6A and
6B to quantitatively display tooth movement characteris-
tics.
[0036] This predictive modeling can be used by the
dentist to demonstrate the predicted effect of certain
forms of treatment and the effect of continuing other
forms of oral care. For example, if clinically-significant
negative changes due to poor oral hygiene are detected
in a patient, the predicted modeling can be used by the
dentist to demonstrate the effect of continued poor oral
hygiene (e.g., "If you don’t start brushing and flossing
better, this is what your tooth color will look like next year
and your gum line will have escaped further by 2mm.").
Similarly, predictive modeling can be used demonstrate
the need for corrective orthodontic treatment (e.g., "If we
don’t do the corrective orthodontic treatment now, your
teeth will be in this position in two years. Therefore, it is
better to do the treatment now than to wait and perform
it later."). Furthermore, the predictive modeling can be
used to demonstrate the anticipated effect of dental treat-
ments. For example, a dentist can use the system to com-
pare the patient’s current tooth position to the expected
tooth position after having corrective braces installed.
[0037] The system can also be used by a dentist in
preparation for a patient visit. The system can use pre-
viously stored model renderings to generate a predicted
model of the patient’s oral cavity at the time of the up-
coming patient visit. The dentist can then inspect the pa-
tient’s oral cavity virtually before the patient walks in for
his appointment. Furthermore, the system can compare
the predicted, virtual model of the patient’s teeth to an
actual model captured during the patient’s visit. This com-
parison will automatically highlight any unexpected
changes in the patient’s oral cavity due, for example, to
improved oral hygiene or newly developed acute oral dis-
ease (e.g., oral cancer).
[0038] Similarly, the predictive modeling can be used
to evaluate the effectiveness of various forms of dental
treatment. For example, if corrective braces have been
installed on a patient’s teeth, the system can be used to
generate a predictive model of what the patient’s teeth
should look like at a scheduled appointment. If the pa-
tient’s actual tooth position does not appropriately match
the predicted tooth position, the dentist can modify the
prescribed therapy accordingly (e.g., adjusting the ten-
sion in the braces).
[0039] As described above, the system can be used
to evaluate and predict changes in various aspects of a
patient’s oral cavity. Although the systems and mecha-
nisms for linear, non-linear, and model-based predictive
modeling are discussed in terms of changes in tooth po-
sition, similar modeling techniques can be implement to
evaluate and predict changes in tooth form, tooth posi-
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tion, tooth color, chemical structure of tooth, position (i.e.,
retraction) of gum line, shape of soft tissues, and color
of soft tissues.
[0040] Changes in tooth form can be indicative of tooth
wear, decay of enamel, chipping, or loss of restorations.
To evaluate changes in tooth form, the system segments
the teeth from two digital models taken at different times.
In some constructions (e.g., those with models construct-
ed using optical surface scanning), the tooth model is
segmented to include only the crown. In other construc-
tions (e.g., when a CT scanning platform is used to gen-
erate the 3D model), the segmented teeth can include
both the crown and the root. The system then performs
a best fit overlay of teeth individually based on features
that are least likely to change (e.g., buccal and lingual
surfaces). The system then visualizes the differences in
shape for each tooth individually as a "heat map" (i.e.,
quantitative color coding). Alternatively or additionally,
the system can perform a best fit overlay of the two scans
of an entire arch and may visualize the differences in the
overall arch as a "heat map." Changes in the shape of
soft tissues can be similarly evaluated and displayed by
overlaying the entire arch model or by segmenting other
specific portions/anatomical structure of the model.
Changes in tooth form can be predicted by linear mode-
ling, non-linear modeling, or fitting models to stored data
from other patients as discussed above. For example, in
some constructions, the system will monitor changes in
height or shape of the dental arch or of individual teeth
due to bruxism or wear and may apply the same wear
rate to predict a height or shape of the teeth at a future
date.
[0041] Changes in tooth position in relation to each oth-
er can indicate a need for orthodontic treatment and pos-
sibly other health conditions that impact tooth position.
Changes can also be indicative of the effectiveness of a
currently prescribed orthodontic treatment. To evaluate
changes in tooth position, the system establishes a com-
mon geometry for two or more data sets. In some con-
structions, this is done by identifying three common
points in the data sets. In the case of follow-up orthodontic
treatment, the braces on the teeth or points in the oral
cavity midline (i.e., palate) can be used as markers for
establishing a common geometry between scans. The
teeth are again segmented from the model as described
above. Furthermore, if bone information is available in
the data set (i.e., CT scan models), the models can be
aligned using the jaw bone itself. The models are then
overlaid and displayed (i.e., Fig. 6). Additionally, changes
in tooth position are quantified by comparing the midpoint
locations of each crown. This data can be shown numer-
ically or displayed graphically as a "heat map" (i.e., quan-
titative color coding).
[0042] As noted above, changes in tooth color can be
indicative of staining, calculus development, or changes
in tooth vitality. Changes in color can be evaluated by
again segmenting the teeth from the overall model as
discussed above. Changes in color can be demonstrated

in binary by coloring surfaces on the model where the
difference in color between two scans exceeds a thresh-
old. Alternatively, a "heat map" can be used to illustrate
a degree of difference in color at each location of each
tooth between the two oral scans. A similar compari-
son/display mechanism is used to demonstrate changes
in chemical structure of the teeth; however, although pho-
torealistic optical scan can be used to evaluate color
changes, other imaging modalities (e.g., fluorescence
imaging) may better demonstrate changes in chemical
structure. Changes in the color of soft tissues can be
similarly evaluated and displayed. Changes in tooth color
can also be predicted using linear, non-linear, and best-
fit modeling techniques as described above. For exam-
ple, in some constructions, the system will monitor a
change in color of the tooth (either each individual voxel
or an average color of the tooth as a whole) and will pre-
dict a future color of the tooth (or specific areas/voxels
on the tooth model) by assuming either a linear or non-
linear continued change in tooth color (e.g., color, shade,
translucency, etc.).
[0043] Retraction of the gum line can be indicative of
developing periodontal disease or of incorrect brushing
technique. To evaluate changes in gum line position, the
distance from crown tip to gum line is measured for both
a current model and an earlier model at different locations
(e.g., buccal and lingual). The differences can be visual-
ized by overlaying one model over the other and by se-
lectively toggling between the two models. Quantitative-
ly, the differences can be shown numerically or by a "heat
map" display.
[0044] The comparison and evaluation techniques pro-
vided by the system are not necessarily limited to the
mechanisms described above. For example, three-di-
mensional models can be generated using x-ray, optical
surface scanning, optical photographic imaging (i.e.,
color surface scanning), or various combinations thereof.
Furthermore, fluorescence scanning can be used to mon-
itor and detect oral cancer and lesions. Thermal imaging
may be used to identify root infections (i.e., needed root
canals), lesions/cancer suspects, changes in blood flow
to specific teeth (indicative of tooth vitality), existence/lo-
cations of sialoliths, cracks in teeth, sinus problems, ef-
fectiveness of local anesthetics, bone/nerve disorders,
allergic reactions to treatments/prosthetics, and other
periodontal conditions. Other imaging platforms that can
be used for comparison include, for example, photogra-
phy, transillumination, fluorescence, and ultrasound.
[0045] Although the examples described above are di-
rected towards comparing data captured over an extend-
ed period of time (e.g., different office visits), the system
may also be used to evaluate the patient’s short-term
response to various stimulus. For example, a first scan
may represent a tooth in an unloaded state and the sec-
ond scan shows the tooth when a torque/force is applied
to the tooth. A comparison of these two scans will dem-
onstrate how much a particular tooth moves in response
to external forces. Similarly, a second scan may be per-
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formed after a pressure is applied to (and released from)
the patient’s gum. Depending on the specific imaging mo-
dality used, the comparison can provide information in-
dicative of changes in temperature, geometry, and color
in response to the stimulus.
[0046] It should also be understood that, although Fig.
1 shows the system 100 directly coupled to various scan-
ning platforms, the processing and comparison tech-
niques described herein are not necessarily performed
by a dedicated computer system that is directly coupled
to the scanning device. Instead, in some constructions,
a single scanner system (i.e, CT scanner 105) can be
used to capture data and general 3D models which are
then stored to a memory repository. The stored da-
ta/models can then be accessed from the common mem-
ory by multiple analysis/display systems through a local
area network, wide area network, or Internet. As a result,
multiple doctors can work with multiple patients from mul-
tiple locations at the same time by comparing stored da-
ta/models.
[0047] Lastly, although many of the examples dis-
cussed above include segmenting individual teeth for
analysis, the mechanisms and systems described herein
can be adapted to perform analysis on the complete, un-
segmented arch.
[0048] Thus, the invention provides, among other
things, a system and method for generating quantitative
comparison data, automatically detecting changes, in-
cluding clinically-significant changes, and predictively
modeling expected oral conditions by comparing two or
more dental scans of various imaging modalities for the
same patient over time. Various features and advantages
of the invention are set forth in the following claims.

Claims

1. A method of evaluating an oral condition, the method
comprising:

comparing a first digital representation of at least
a portion of an oral cavity of a first patient to a
second digital representation of the portion of
the oral cavity of the first patient, the first digital
representation being representative of the por-
tion of the oral cavity at a first time and the sec-
ond digital representation being representative
of the portion of the oral cavity at a second time,
the second time being subsequent to the first
time;
automatically identifying at least one clinically-
significant difference between the first digital
representation and the second digital represen-
tation, said clinically-significant difference being
for example a change in position of at least one
tooth, a change in a position of a gum line a
change in tooth shape, or a change in color of
at least one tooth ; and

displaying the first digital representation, the
second digital representation or a combination
of the first digital representation and the second
digital representation in a way that highlights the
at least one clinically-significant difference.

2. The method of claim 1, wherein the first digital rep-
resentation includes a first three-dimensional digital
model of the portion of the oral cavity of the first pa-
tient and the second digital representation includes
a second three-dimensional digital model of the por-
tion of the oral cavity of the first patient, and wherein
displaying includes displaying the first digital repre-
sentation overlaid onto the second digital represen-
tation; preferably with an overlaid color-coding indic-
ative of a degree of change of the clinically-signifi-
cant difference at different locations in the oral cavity.

3. The method of claim 2, wherein the at least one clin-
ically-significant difference includes a change in po-
sition of at least one tooth such as a pitch change,
a yaw change, and/or a roll change, and wherein
displaying the first digital representation overlaid on-
to the second digital representation highlights a dif-
ference in the position of the at least one tooth in the
first digital representation and the position of the at
least one tooth in the second digital representation.

4. The method of claim 2, wherein the at least one clin-
ically-significant difference includes a change in a
position of a gum line, and wherein displaying the
first digital representation overlaid onto the second
digital representation highlights a difference in the
position of the gum line in the first digital represen-
tation and the position of the gum line in the second
digital representation.

5. The method of claim 3, further comprising:

determining a magnitude of position change for
each tooth from the first digital representation to
the second digital representation; and
comparing the magnitude of position change to
a threshold, and
wherein displaying the second digital represen-
tation with the overlaid color-coding includes

displaying at least a portion of a first tooth
in a first color if the magnitude of position
change for the first tooth exceeds the
threshold and
displaying at least a portion of the first tooth
in a second color if the magnitude of position
change for the first tooth does not exceed
the threshold.

6. The method of claim 1 or claim 2, wherein the at least
one clinically-significant difference includes a
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change in color of at least one tooth, further com-
prising:

determining a magnitude of color change for a
first location on a surface of the oral cavity from
the first digital representation to the second dig-
ital representation; and
comparing the magnitude of color change to a
threshold, and
wherein displaying the second digital represen-
tation with the overlaid color-coding includes

displaying the surface of the oral cavity with
the first location shown in a first color if the
magnitude of color change for the first tooth
exceeds the threshold and
displaying the surface of the oral cavity with
the first location shown in a second color if
the magnitude of color change for the first
tooth does not exceed the threshold.

7. The method of any one of the preceding claims,
wherein the second digital representation includes

a three-dimensional representation of a surface
of the portion of the oral cavity,
additional data of a kind different from the three-
dimensional representation, and
information indicating a geometric relation be-
tween the three-dimensional representation and
the additional data.

8. The method of any one of the preceding claims, fur-
ther comprising:

generating the second digital representation
based on data from a scan of the oral cavity of
the patient, and
generating the first digital representation based
on data from an earlier scan of the oral cavity of
the patient stored on a computer-readable mem-
ory.

9. The method of any one of claims 1 to 7, further com-
prising:

generating the first digital representation based
on data from a scan of the oral cavity of the pa-
tient, and
generating the second digital representation by
predicting a future state of the portion of the oral
cavity, preferably further comprising:

generating a third digital representation
based on data from a second, subsequent
scan of the oral cavity of the patient, wherein
the second subsequent scan is performed
at a time corresponding to the predicted fu-

ture state of the second digital representa-
tion;
automatically identifying at least one clini-
cally-significant difference between the
second digital representation and the third
digital representation; and
displaying the third digital representation in
a way that highlights the at least one clini-
cally-significant difference.

10. The method of any one of the preceding claims, fur-
ther comprising:

stimulating a portion of the oral cavity prior to
the second time and subsequent to the first time
such that the first digital representation repre-
sents a condition of the oral cavity before the
stimulation and the second digital representa-
tion represents the condition of the oral cavity
after the stimulation.

11. The method of claim 1, further comprising:

generating the first digital representation by a
first imaging modality at the first time;
generating a third digital representation of at
least a portion of the oral cavity of the patient by
a second imaging modality at the first time, the
second imaging modality being different than
the first imaging modality;
generating the second digital representation by
the first imaging modality at the second time;
generating a fourth digital representation of at
least a portion of the oral cavity of the patient by
the second imaging modality at the second time;
automatically identifying at least one second
clinically-significant difference between the third
digital representation and the fourth digital rep-
resentation; and
displaying the fourth digital representation in a
way that highlights the at least one second clin-
ically-significant difference;
preferably wherein each of the first imaging mo-
dality and the second imaging modality are se-
lected from a group consisting of 3D surface
scanning, 2D photographic imaging, radio-
graphic imaging, ultrasound imaging, transillu-
mination, optical coherence tomography, tera-
hertz imaging, infrared reflectance imaging,
thermal imaging, and fluorescence imaging.

12. The method of claim 1, further comprising:

receiving a first set of optical surface scan data
at the first time;
generating the first digital representation as a
first three-dimensional surface model of at least
a portion of the oral cavity of the first patient
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based on the first set of optical surface scan da-
ta;
receiving a first set of x-ray data at the first time;
generating a first three-dimensional x-ray model
of at least a portion of the oral cavity of the first
patient based on the first set of x-ray data;
receiving a second set of optical surface scan
data at the second time;
generating the second digital representation as
a second three-dimensional surface model of at
least a portion of the oral cavity of the first patient
based on the second set of optical surface scan
data;
receiving a second set of x-ray data at the sec-
ond time;
generating a second three-dimensional x-ray
model of at least a portion of the oral cavity of
the first patient based on the second set of x-ray
data; and
comparing the first three-dimensional x-ray
model to the second three-dimensional x-ray
model;
automatically identifying an additional clinically-
significant difference between the first three-di-
mensional x-ray model and the second three-
dimensional x-ray model; and
displaying the second three-dimensional x-ray
model in a way that highlights the additional clin-
ically-significant difference.

13. The method of claim 1, further comprising:

receiving a first set of optical surface scan data
at the first time;
receiving a first set of photographic image data
at the first time;
generating the first digital representation as a
first three-dimensional surface model of at least
a portion of the oral cavity of the first patient
based on the first set of optical surface scan data
and overlaying the first set of photographic im-
age data onto the first three-dimensional surface
model to create a first photorealistic three-di-
mensional surface model;
receiving a second set of optical surface scan
data at the second time;
receiving a second set of photographic image
data at the second time; and
generating the second digital representation as
a second three-dimensional surface model of at
least a portion of the oral cavity of the first patient
based on the second set of optical surface scan
data and overlaying the second set of photo-
graphic image data onto the second three-di-
mensional surface model to create a second
photorealistic three-dimensional surface model.

14. The method of claim 1, further comprising:

receiving a first toggle instruction; and
changing from a first display to a second display
in response to the first toggle instruction; pref-
erably wherein the second digital representation
includes a first three-dimensional digital model
of the portion of the oral cavity of the first patient
and the second digital representation includes
a second three-dimensional digital model of the
portion of the oral cavity of the first patient,
wherein displaying the second digital represen-
tation includes displaying the first digital repre-
sentation overlaid onto the second digital repre-
sentation, and wherein changing from the first
display of the second digital representation to a
second display of the second digital represen-
tation includes removing the overlaid image
from the display and displaying an overlaid
color-coding on the second digital representa-
tion indicative of a degree of change of the clin-
ically-significant difference at different locations
in the oral cavity.

15. The method of claim 14, wherein the second display
of the second digital representation is an unaltered
three-dimensional display of the second digital rep-
resentation; preferably further comprising:

receiving a second toggle instruction;
changing from the display of the unaltered three-
dimensional display of the second digital repre-
sentation to an unaltered three-dimensional dis-
play of the first digital representation in response
to the second toggle instruction;
receiving a third toggle instruction; and
changing from the unaltered three-dimensional
display of the first digital representation to the
unaltered three-dimensional display of the sec-
ond digital representation in response to the
third toggle instruction.
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