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(54) DIGITAL ORTHODONTIC APPLIANCE COUPLING MATRIX

(57) A digital orthodontic treatment planning system
provides a practitioner with digital representations of at
least a part of a tooth of a patient and at least part of a
coupling matrix within a three-dimensional environment.
By interacting with the system, orthodontic practitioners
are able to visualize a coupling matrix that results from
a specific orthodontic appliance position relative to a
tooth of the patient’s dental arch. The digital representa-

tion of the coupling matrix represents a substance, such
as a cured adhesive, that connects an orthodontic appli-
ance to a tooth of a patient. The system determines a
thickness of at least a portion of the coupling matrix. In
one embodiment, the system indicates the total thickness
via a thickness map, such as a color-coded thickness
map. In another embodiment, the system indicates a de-
viation from a baseline thickness via a thickness map.
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Description

TECHNICAL FIELD

[0001] The invention relates to orthodontics, and more
particularly, computer-based techniques for assisting or-
thodontic diagnosis and treatment.

BACKGROUND

[0002] The field of orthodontics is concerned with re-
positioning and aligning a patient’s teeth for improved
occlusion and aesthetic appearance. For example, or-
thodontic treatment often involves the use of tiny slotted
appliances, known as brackets, which are fixed to the
patient’s anterior, cuspid, and bicuspid teeth. An archwire
is received in the slot of each bracket and serves as a
track to guide movement of the teeth to desired orienta-
tions. The ends of the archwire are usually received in
appliances known as buccal tubes that are secured to
the patient’s molar teeth.
[0003] A number of orthodontic appliances in commer-
cial use today are constructed on the principle of the
"straight wire concept" developed by Dr. Lawrence F.
Andrews, D.D.S. In accordance with this concept, the
shape of the appliances, including the orientation of the
slots of the appliances, is selected so that the slots are
aligned in a flat reference plane at the conclusion of treat-
ment. Additionally, a resilient archwire is selected with
an overall curved shape that normally lies in a flat refer-
ence plane.
[0004] When the archwire is placed in the slots of the
straight wire appliances at the beginning of orthodontic
treatment, the archwire is often deflected upwardly or
downwardly from one appliance to the next in accordance
with the patient’s malocclusions. However, the resiliency
of the archwire tends to return the archwire to its normally
curved shape that lies in a flat reference plane. As the
archwire shifts toward the flat reference plane, the at-
tached teeth are moved in a corresponding fashion to-
ward an aligned, aesthetically pleasing array.
[0005] A position of the bracket on a tooth as well as
the interaction between the bracket and an archwire af-
fects a resulting position of the tooth. As can be appre-
ciated, it is important for the practitioner using straight
wire appliances to precisely fix each bracket in the proper
position on the corresponding tooth in order to achieve
the desired tooth movement. If, for example, a bracket
is placed too far in an occlusal direction on the tooth sur-
face, the archwire will tend to position the crown of the
tooth too close to the gingiva (gums) at the end of the
treatment. As another example, if the bracket is placed
to one side of the center of the tooth in either the mesial
or distal directions, the resultant tooth orientation will like-
ly be an orientation that is excessively rotated about its
long axis.
[0006] The process of positioning and bonding the
brackets to the patient’s teeth often requires an ortho-

dontic practitioner to visually determine the proper loca-
tion of the brackets on the respective teeth based on an
estimate of how the brackets will affect the movement of
the teeth. One factor in selecting a type of bracket, or
another orthodontic appliance, to use with a particular
patient is the fit between the bracket and the surface of
the patient’s tooth to which the bracket is applied. A poor
fit between a bracket and the tooth surface may result in
a reduction in the strength of the bond between the brack-
et and tooth. A bracket is typically attached to a patient’s
tooth via an adhesive or another similar substance, which
typically fills the space between the surface of the pa-
tient’s tooth and the bracket. Once cured, the adhesive
between the bracket and the tooth is sometimes referred
to as an "adhesive layer," "custom base" or "adhesive
pad," depending on the type of bonding technique that
is employed (e.g., an indirect or direct bonding tech-
nique). However, if the cured adhesive is too thick or
unevenly distributed, the bond strength may be compro-
mised. Accordingly, the practitioner may determine that
the bracket provides a poor fit for the particular patient.
[0007] The state of the art in orthodontics is rapidly
moving toward digital and computer-aided techniques.
These techniques include the use of intra and extra-oral
scanners, three-dimensional (3D) modeling of a tooth
structure, and fabrication of orthodontic appliances from
digital data.

SUMMARY

[0008] In general, the invention relates to computer-
implemented techniques for assisting practitioners in or-
thodontic diagnosis and treatment. More specifically, a
computing system is described that provides a three-di-
mensional (3D) environment for modeling and depicting
a digital representation of a patient’s dental arch. By in-
teracting with the system, an orthodontic practitioner is
able to place one or more orthodontic appliances, such
as brackets, within the 3D environment relative to the
digital representation of the dental arch. The orthodontic
practitioner may place the digital representations of the
orthodontic appliances manually or with the aid of ortho-
dontic appliance fitting algorithms implemented by the
computing system. For at least one orthodontic appli-
ance, the computing system provides a digital represen-
tation of a coupling matrix that results from the orthodon-
tic appliance position relative to a respective tooth of the
patient’s dental arch. The digital representation of the
coupling matrix represents a substance, such as a cured
adhesive or machined base, that bonds, affixes or oth-
erwise connects the orthodontic appliance to the tooth.
[0009] The digital representation of the coupling matrix
presented by the computing system provides a useful
tool for visualizing a relative position between a digital
representation of an orthodontic appliance and a respec-
tive tooth of the modeled dental arch. Based on the con-
figuration (e.g., the shape and size) of the coupling ma-
trix, an orthodontic practitioner may determine whether
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the selected orthodontic appliance provides a satisfac-
tory fit for the particular tooth of the particular patient, or
whether the practitioner should select another orthodon-
tic appliance. For example, the thickness (measured in
a substantially labial-lingual direction) distribution of the
coupling matrix may be indicative of the fit between the
particular type of orthodontic appliance and the respec-
tive tooth of the patient. Because the surface of a partic-
ular patient’s tooth is typically unique to the patient, it
may be useful for the orthodontic practitioner to deter-
mine how a particular orthodontic appliance fits relative
to the tooth of the particular patient within a virtual 3D
environment prior to actually bonding the appliance to
the tooth.
[0010] In some embodiments, the computing system
indicates a thickness of one or more portions of the cou-
pling matrix. For example, the computing system may
generate a thickness map of the coupling matrix within
the 3D environment. The thickness map may be present-
ed as, for example, a color-coded map, where different
colors represent different thickness ranges or different
thickness deviations from a predetermined thickness or
a contour map that includes contour lines to indicate a
thickness of the coupling matrix. The predetermined
thickness may be a norm thickness preferred by one or
more practitioners or another predetermined thickness
automatically selected by the computing system or man-
ually selected by a practitioner.
[0011] The color-coded thickness map provides a vis-
ual reference for the orthodontic practitioner to relatively
quickly ascertain the thickness distribution of the coupling
matrix, as well as the fit between the respective ortho-
dontic appliance and the respective surface of the pa-
tient’s tooth to which the appliance is applied. In some
cases, it may be desirable to balance the thickness of
the coupling matrix about a center of the appliance in
order to provide a better fit between the appliance and
the tooth. In other cases, the orthodontic practitioner may
purposefully define a coupling matrix with an imbalance
in its thickness in order to achieve a certain result (e.g.,
a movement of the tooth in a certain direction).
[0012] In some embodiments, the computing system
may indicate a volume of the coupling matrix. Alterna-
tively, a practitioner may determine the volume based on
the thickness map. If the coupling matrix is comprised of
adhesive or another bonding material, the practitioner
may utilize the volume information to determine the
amount of adhesive to dispense when applying the or-
thodontic appliance directly to the tooth of the patient in
a direct bonding technique or to a physical model of the
tooth in an indirect bonding technique. The adhesive may
be applied to the orthodontic appliance, the tooth or both.
[0013] In some modes of operation, the computing sys-
tem displays a digital representation of the coupling ma-
trix positioned between an orthodontic appliance and a
tooth of the modeled dental arch within the 3D environ-
ment. In other modes of operation, the computing system
displays a digital representation of the coupling matrix

relative to a tooth of the modeled dental arch, and does
not display the orthodontic appliance. In this way, the
practitioner may control whether the digital representa-
tion of the orthodontic appliance is displayed.
[0014] In one embodiment, the invention is directed to
a computer-implemented method that comprises render-
ing a digital representation of at least a portion of a tooth
within a three-dimensional (3D) environment, determin-
ing a position of a digital representation of an orthodontic
appliance relative to the digital representation of the tooth
within the 3D environment, determining a thickness of at
least a portion of a coupling matrix, and rendering a digital
representation of a coupling matrix within the 3D envi-
ronment based on the position of the digital representa-
tion of the orthodontic appliance.
[0015] In another embodiment, the invention is direct-
ed to a system comprising a computing device and mod-
eling software executing on the computing device. The
modeling software comprises a rendering engine that
renders digital representations of at least a portion of a
tooth and at least a portion of a coupling matrix within a
3D environment, an orthodontic appliance control mod-
ule to automatically calculate a position of an orthodontic
appliance relative to the digital representation of the tooth
within the 3D environment, and a coupling matrix calcu-
lation module to determine a thickness of at least a por-
tion of the coupling matrix based on the orthodontic ap-
pliance position.
[0016] In another embodiment, the invention is direct-
ed to a computer-readable medium containing instruc-
tions. The instructions cause a programmable processor
to render a digital representation of at least a portion of
a tooth within a three-dimensional (3D) environment, de-
termine a position of a digital representation of an ortho-
dontic appliance relative to the digital representation of
the tooth within the 3D environment, determine a thick-
ness of at least a portion of a coupling matrix, and render
a digital representation of the coupling matrix within the
3D environment based on the position of the digital rep-
resentation of the orthodontic appliance.
[0017] The details of one or more embodiments of the
invention are set forth in the accompanying drawings and
the description below. Other features, objects, and ad-
vantages of the invention will be apparent from the de-
scription and drawings, and from the claims.
The following aspects are preferred embodiments of the
present invention.

1. A computer-implemented method comprising:

rendering a digital representation at least a por-
tion of a tooth within a three-dimensional (3D)
environment;
determining a position of a digital representation
of at least a portion of an orthodontic appliance
relative to the digital representation of the tooth
within the 3D environment;
determining a thickness of at least a portion of
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a coupling matrix; and
rendering a digital representation of the coupling
matrix within the 3D environment based on the
position of the orthodontic appliance.

2. The method of aspect 1, further comprising deter-
mining a configuration of a space between the posi-
tion of the digital representation of the orthodontic
appliance and a surface of the tooth, wherein ren-
dering the digital representation of the coupling ma-
trix comprises rendering a 3D object within the 3D
environment that substantially corresponds to the
configuration of the space.

3. The method of aspect 1, further comprising ren-
dering at least a portion of the digital representation
of the orthodontic appliance at the position within the
3D environment, wherein the digital representation
of the coupling matrix is positioned between the dig-
ital representation of the orthodontic appliance and
the digital representation of the tooth.

4. The method of aspect 1, wherein rendering at least
the portion of the digital representation of the ortho-
dontic appliance comprises rendering at least the
portion of the digital representation of the orthodontic
appliance via a triangulation algorithm, wherein the
digital representation of at least the portion of the
orthodontic appliance comprises a plurality of trian-
gles, and wherein rendering the digital representa-
tion of the coupling matrix within the 3D environment
comprises:

projecting a first ray from a first vertex of a first
triangle of the plurality of triangles toward the
digital representation of the tooth; and
projecting a second ray from a second vertex of
a second triangle of the plurality of triangles to-
ward the digital representation of the tooth.

5. The method of aspect 1, wherein determining the
position of the digital representation of the orthodon-
tic appliance within the 3D environment comprises
receiving user input indicating the position.

6. The method of aspect 1, wherein determining the
position of the digital representation of the orthodon-
tic appliance within the 3D environment comprises
implementing a bracket fitting algorithm.

7. The method of aspect 1, wherein the position of
the digital representation of the orthodontic appli-
ance comprises a first position and the coupling ma-
trix comprises a first coupling matrix, the method fur-
ther comprising receiving user input indicating a sec-
ond position of the digital representation of the or-
thodontic appliance within the 3D environment and
rendering the digital representation of a second cou-

pling matrix based on the second position.

8. The method of aspect 1, wherein rendering the
coupling matrix includes rendering at least one ele-
ment within the 3D environment to visually represent
the thickness of at least the portion of the coupling
matrix.

9. The method of aspect 1, wherein rendering the
coupling matrix includes rendering a color-coded
thickness map based on the determined thickness,
wherein the color-coding includes at least two differ-
ent colors representing respective thickness ranges.

10. The method of aspect 9, wherein the thickness
ranges indicate a deviation from a baseline thick-
ness.

11. The method of aspect 10, wherein the baseline
thickness comprises a norm thickness associated
with at least one orthodontic practitioner.

12. The method of aspect 10, wherein the baseline
thickness comprises a norm thickness associated
with at least one set of orthodontic appliances.

13. The method of aspect 10, wherein the baseline
thickness comprises a threshold thickness value to
achieve a sufficient bond between the orthodontic
appliance and tooth.

14. The method of aspect 9, wherein the thickness
ranges indicate a total thickness measurement.

15. The method of aspect 1, further comprising de-
termining a volume of the coupling matrix.

16. The method of aspect 15, wherein determining
the volume of the coupling matrix comprises:

subdividing the digital representation of the cou-
pling matrix into a plurality of substantially equal-
sized columns; and
determining a volume of each of the plurality of
columns based on a thickness of each of the
columns.

17. The method of aspect 16, further comprising:

assigning each of the plurality of columns a color
based on a length of the respective column,
wherein the length is measured along a substan-
tially similar direction as the thickness of the cou-
pling matrix; and
displaying the columns in the assigned color.

18. The method of aspect 1, further comprising re-
positioning the digital representation of the orthodon-
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tic appliance based on the thickness of at least a
portion of the coupling matrix.

19. The method of aspect 1, wherein the coupling
matrix comprises at least one of a custom base or
an adhesive pad.

20. The method of aspect 1, further comprising form-
ing a coupling matrix for the orthodontic appliance
based on the digital representation of the coupling
matrix.

21. The method of aspect 20, wherein forming a cou-
pling matrix for the orthodontic appliance comprises
machining the orthodontic appliance based on the
digital representation of the coupling matrix.

22. A system comprising:

a computing device; and
modeling software executing on the computing
device, wherein the modeling software compris-
es:

a rendering engine that renders a digital rep-
resentation of at least a portion of a tooth
and at least a portion of a coupling matrix
within a three-dimensional (3D) environ-
ment;
an orthodontic appliance control module to
automatically calculate a position of an or-
thodontic appliance relative to the digital
representation of the tooth within the 3D en-
vironment; and
a coupling matrix calculation module to de-
termine a thickness of at least a portion of
the coupling matrix based on the orthodon-
tic appliance position.

23. The system of aspect 22, wherein the rendering
engine renders a digital representation of the ortho-
dontic appliance within the 3D environment.

24. The system of aspect 22, wherein the modeling
software renders at least one element within the 3D
environment to visually represent the thickness of at
least the portion of the coupling matrix.

25. The system of aspect 22, wherein the coupling
matrix calculation module renders the coupling ma-
trix to include a thickness map that distinguishes be-
tween at least a first thickness and a second thick-
ness of the coupling matrix.

26. The system of aspect 25, wherein the thickness
map is color-coded to differentiate between at least
two different thickness ranges.

27. The system of aspect 25, wherein the thickness
map is color-coded to indicate a deviation from a
baseline thickness.

28. The system of aspect 22, wherein the coupling
matrix calculation module determines a volume of at
least a portion of the coupling matrix.

29. The system of aspect 21, wherein the orthodontic
appliance control module calculates the position of
a bracket.

30. The system of aspect 21, further comprising a
device that forms a coupling matrix based on the
digital representation of the coupling matrix.

31. A computer-readable medium comprising in-
structions for causing a programmable processor to:

render a digital representation of at least a por-
tion of a tooth within a three-dimensional (3D)
environment;
determine a position of a digital representation
of an orthodontic appliance relative to the digital
representation of the tooth within the 3D envi-
ronment;
determine a thickness of at least a portion of a
coupling matrix; and
render a digital representation of the coupling
matrix within the 3D environment based on the
position of the digital representation of the or-
thodontic appliance.

32. The computer-readable medium of aspect 31,
further comprising instructions for causing the pro-
grammable processor to render at least one element
within the 3D environment to visually represent the
thickness of at least the portion of the coupling ma-
trix.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF DRAWINGS

[0018]

FIG. 1 is a block diagram illustrating an exemplary
computer environment in which a client computing
device receives an indication of a desired tooth po-
sition and/or desired tooth movement for generating
an orthodontic treatment plan for a particular patient.
FIG. 2 is a block diagram illustrating an example em-
bodiment of the client computing device of FIG. 1 in
further detail.
FIG. 3 is a flow diagram illustrating a process for
displaying a coupling matrix thickness map within a
three-dimensional (3D) environment that includes a
digital representation of the coupling matrix and of
at least one tooth.
FIG. 4A is a flow diagram illustrating one technique
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for generating a digital representation of a coupling
matrix within a 3D environment.
FIG. 4B is a schematic diagram including a digital
representation of a dental arch and bracket 78 within
a 3D environment, and illustrates hypothetical rays
projecting from the bracket toward the tooth to define
a coupling matrix.
FIG. 5 is a display of an exemplary graphical user
interface presented by modeling software of the cli-
ent computing device shown in FIG. 2.
FIGS. 6A - 6C illustrate displays of another exem-
plary graphical user interface presented by the client
computing device shown in FIG. 2.
FIGS. 7A and 7B illustrate displays of another ex-
emplary graphical user interface presented by the
client computing device shown in FIG. 2.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

[0019] FIG. 1 is a block diagram illustrating an exem-
plary computer environment 10 in which client computing
device 12 presents an environment for orthodontic prac-
titioner 14 to interact with a digital representation of a
portion of or an entire dental arch of patient 16 to generate
and visualize an orthodontic treatment plan for patient
16. The orthodontic industry has developed standard pre-
scriptions for many commercially available orthodontic
appliances. In general, a prescription may set forth char-
acteristics of one or more appliances, or a set of appli-
ances. For example, the characteristics for a bracket may
include torque, angulation, labial-lingual offset (in-out)
and rotational offset. For some patients, a standardized
set of metrics for the teeth in the dentition may satisfy
the functional and aesthetic requirements. For other pa-
tients, practitioner 14 may create a customized prescrip-
tion to achieve a more aesthetically pleasing result, or to
more adequately take into account that patient’s maloc-
clusion. As another example, a combination of standard-
ized and customized prescriptions for different teeth in
the dentition may be used. Practitioner 14 may formulate
a customized prescription using modeling software pro-
vided by client computing device 12.
[0020] As described herein, client computing device
12 provides an intuitive interface for practitioner 14 to
realize an orthodontic treatment plan (e.g., bracket place-
ment) for achieving desired tooth positions. In particular,
client computing device 12 provides a user interface that
displays digital representations of at least one tooth of a
dental arch of the patient within a three-dimensional (3D)
environment. Client computing device 12 may display a
digital representation of a portion of or an entire dental
arch of a patient. In some embodiments, client computing
device 12 enables the practitioner to select a view of the
dental arch for displaying, such as the entire dental arch,
a portion of the dental arch, an occlusal view of the dental
arch, a labial view of the dental arch, a lingual view of
the dental arch, or other views.
[0021] The digital representation of the teeth may be

initially generated by digitally scanning a physical dental
impression of the teeth of patient 16, or by scanning a
casting made from the impression. Alternatively, practi-
tioner 14 may use an intraoral scanner to produce the
digital representation directly from the teeth of patient 16.
Other methods of scanning or otherwise obtaining a dig-
ital representation of the teeth are also possible.
[0022] Client computing device 12 also provides a user
interface that displays a digital representation of an or-
thodontic appliance (i.e., a virtual orthodontic appliance)
positioned relative to a tooth of the digital representation
of the dental arch to which the orthodontic appliance is
attached, and a digital representation of a coupling matrix
(i.e., a virtual coupling matrix rendered within the 3D en-
vironment) between the tooth and the orthodontic appli-
ance. Client computing device 12 implements modeling
software that determines the orthodontic appliance po-
sition, which includes the linear position along the mesial-
distal direction, labial-lingual direction, and occlusal-gin-
gival direction, as well as the rotational orientation of the
orthodontic appliance relative to a tooth.
[0023] The coupling matrix may be representative of a
substance, such as an adhesive, that bonds, affixes or
otherwise connects the orthodontic appliance to a sur-
face of one or more teeth. The coupling matrix may also
be a material that defines a base for the orthodontic ap-
pliance, where the base interfaces with a surface of one
or more teeth to connect the appliance to the tooth, e.g.,
with the aid of an adhesive. For example, in some em-
bodiments, the coupling matrix may be defined by a met-
al, polymer or other material that is integral or coupled
to the appliance. In some embodiments, the base may
be machined to define a surface that substantially corre-
sponds to the surface of the tooth to which the appliance
is applied based on the digital representation of the cou-
pling matrix.
[0024] In a direct bonding technique, the coupling ma-
trix is defined by an adhesive that is applied when the
orthodontic appliance, such as a bracket, is applied di-
rectly to the tooth of the patient with the adhesive. Thus,
in a direct bonding technique, the coupling matrix may
define an "adhesive pad" for the orthodontic appliance.
In some direct bonding techniques, the practitioner may
manually place the orthodontic appliance onto one or
more teeth of the patient
[0025] In an indirect bonding technique, the coupling
matrix is typically defined by an adhesive that is applied
when the orthodontic appliance is applied to a physical
model of the tooth of the patient. The physical model may
be created via a molding technique, a stereo lithographic
technique, other rapid prototyping techniques or another
suitable technique. A mechanical device, such as a mul-
tiple axis "pick and place" robot may place the orthodontic
appliances on the physical model of the patient’s teeth
under the control of computing device 12 or another com-
puting device. Alternatively, a physical model may be pro-
vided with a guide structure to assist in guiding the ap-
pliances to desired positions on the model tooth, such
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as described in U.S. Patent Application Serial No.
11/689,869, entitled, "METHODS AND ASSEMBLIES
FOR MAKING AN ORTHODONTIC BONDING TRAY
USING RAPID PROTOTYPING," which is incorporated
herein by reference in its entirety, although other transfer
trays may also be used. Examples of suitable transfer
trays (also known as indirect bonding trays) are also de-
scribed in U.S. Patent 6,123,544, entitled, "METHOD
AND APPARATUS FOR PRECISE BOND PLACEMENT
OF ORTHODONTIC APPLIANCES," which issued on
September 26, 2000 and is incorporated herein by ref-
erence in its entirety. Other transfer trays may also be
used.
[0026] In an indirect bonding technique, the coupling
matrix provides a structure customized for mounting on
the patient’s tooth structure, such as by using a place-
ment device (e.g., a transfer tray). Thus, in an indirect
bonding technique, the custom matrix may define a "cus-
tom base" for the orthodontic appliance.
[0027] After determining the position of the orthodontic
appliance relative to one or more teeth within the 3D en-
vironment presented by client computing device 12, a
digital representation of the coupling matrix is rendered.
The coupling matrix fills the defined space between the
surface of the one or more teeth and the orthodontic ap-
pliance within the 3D environment. Thus, computing de-
vice 12 generates a digital representation of the coupling
matrix after determining a position of the orthodontic ap-
pliance relative to a tooth within the 3D environment.
[0028] Computing device 12 may determine the posi-
tion of the orthodontic appliance within the 3D environ-
ment, for example, using a bracket fitting algorithm and/or
input from practitioner 14, as described in further detail
below. The coupling matrix is then digitally represented
as a 3D object within the 3D environment, where the 3D
object substantially corresponds to the space between
the surface of the orthodontic appliance facing a tooth,
and the surface (e.g., facial or lingual surface) of the
tooth. That is, in some embodiments, the digital repre-
sentation of the coupling matrix has substantially the
same shape and size as the gap between a respective
orthodontic appliance and tooth within the 3D environ-
ment. For example, one surface of the coupling matrix
may have substantially the same boundary and contours
as the mating surface of the orthodontic appliance. An
opposite surface of the coupling matrix may have sub-
stantially the same contour as a portion of the surface of
the tooth to which the appliance is to be applied and a
boundary that is defined by a projection of the appliance
boundary onto the surface of the tooth.
[0029] In other embodiments, the digital representa-
tion of the coupling matrix has substantially the same
shape and size as the gap between the orthodontic ap-
pliance and tooth, minus the space occupied by any ad-
ditional material (such as an adhesive material) used to
bond or otherwise connect the coupling matrix to the tooth
surface. For example, in the case of some indirect bond-
ing techniques, after the custom base is formed using

the physical model of the patient’s tooth, the custom
base, along with the appliance to which it is attached,
may be removed from the physical model and adhered
to the patient’s tooth with the aid of a primer. Accordingly,
in some embodiments, modeling software of computing
device 12 may model the primer in addition to the cou-
pling matrix. The modeling software may account for the
thickness of the primer in the digital representation of the
custom base. However, in some indirect bonding tech-
niques, a thickness of the primer may be substantially
less than a thickness of the coupling matrix. Thus, in
some embodiments, the modeling software does not dis-
play the primer or account for a thickness of the primer
when considering a thickness of the coupling matrix.
[0030] In some indirect bonding techniques, a custom
base includes a mold release agent layer that may be
used to release the custom base from the physical model
of the patient’s teeth. It has been found that a thickness
of the mold release agent is substantially similar to a
thickness of the primer that is used to adhere or otherwise
connect the custom base to the patient’s actual tooth.
Thus, in some embodiments, the modeling software of
computing device 12 inherently accounts for the thick-
ness of the primer in the digital representation of the cus-
tom base by including the mold release agent as part of
the custom base. In some embodiments, the digital rep-
resentation of the coupling matrix may be presented with-
out displaying a digital representation of the orthodontic
appliance.
[0031] In either the direct or indirect bonding tech-
niques, a first side of the coupling matrix defines a contour
that substantially conforms to the contour of the intended
mounting location of the tooth to which the orthodontic
appliance is attached. For example, if the orthodontic ap-
pliance is coupled to a facial surface of a patient’s tooth,
the coupling matrix may define a substantially concave
contour that substantially conforms to the substantially
convex contour of the facial surface of the tooth. A second
side of the coupling matrix defines a contour that sub-
stantially corresponds to the contour of the surface of the
orthodontic appliance intended to be facing the tooth of
the patient. The contour of the surface of the orthodontic
appliance may differ based on the type of orthodontic
appliance.
[0032] The side walls of the digital representation of
the coupling matrix that extend between the orthodontic
appliance and the tooth may define a substantially cylin-
drical surface (i.e., having substantially parallel side
walls) or a curved surface, such as a convex or concave
surface. For example, in some indirect and direct bonding
techniques, excess coupling matrix material that does
not sit between the tooth and orthodontic appliance after
the appliance is attached to the tooth may be removed.
The excess coupling matrix material may be referred to
as "flash." Examples of flash removal techniques include
the use of a scaler, probe, swab, brush or high velocity
air stream. During the removal process, the side walls of
the coupling matrix may be inadvertently or purposefully
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concavely curved (e.g., filleted). The side walls of the
digital representation of the coupling matrix may be
curved to reflect any curvature that may occur during the
flash removal process. Similarly, the side walls of the
coupling matrix may be convexly curved (e.g., cham-
fered) to reflect curvature that might occur as a result of
adhesive flashing out of the gap between the tooth and
the appliance during appliance application.
[0033] Providing a digital representation of the cou-
pling matrix may provide a useful and intuitive display
with which practitioner 14 may interact to select a suitable
orthodontic appliance for patient 16, adjust a character-
istic of the orthodontic appliance (e.g., the torque, angu-
lation, labial-lingual offset (in-out) and rotational offset of
the appliance relative to the tooth) or otherwise visualize
the fit between a particular orthodontic appliance and the
surface of the patient’s tooth. Because the surface fea-
tures of a particular patient’s tooth are typically unique
to patient 16, it may be useful for practitioner 14 to de-
termine how a particular orthodontic appliance fits rela-
tive to the tooth of the particular patient 16 within a virtual
3D environment prior to actually bonding the appliance
to the tooth. Based on the configuration of the digital rep-
resentation of the coupling matrix, practitioner 14 may
determine whether the selected orthodontic appliance
provides a satisfactory fit for the particular tooth of the
particular patient. If practitioner 14 determines that a se-
lected orthodontic appliance does not provide a satisfac-
tory fit based on the digital representations of the coupling
matrix, practitioner 14 may select another type of ortho-
dontic appliance to model within the 3D environment pro-
vided by client computing device 12.
[0034] Although the description will generally discuss
the display and positioning of one or more teeth and or-
thodontic brackets, it shall be understood that client com-
puting device 12 may display and/or position any type of
orthodontic appliance without departing from the scope
of the present invention. Examples of such orthodontic
appliances include, but are not limited to, orthodontic
brackets, buccal tubes, sheaths or buttons. In addition,
although a "custom base" is primarily referred to through-
out the remainder of the disclosure, in other embodi-
ments, computing device 12 may provide a digital repre-
sentation and determine a thickness of any suitable cou-
pling matrix for any suitable bonding technique, including,
but not limited to, an adhesive pad in a direct bonding
technique or a material that is integral with the orthodontic
appliance and machined to define a base for the appli-
ance.
[0035] In most cases, orthodontic brackets are config-
ured to be applied to a particular tooth of the dental arch,
such as a lower molar, but not to the individual tooth of
a specific patient. The size, surface contour, and other
characteristics of a particular tooth may differ between
patients. Accordingly, a commercially available bracket
(i.e., a bracket designed for use for multiple patients rath-
er than customized for a particular patient) may interface
with a particular patient’s tooth in a different way than

with another patient’s tooth. In addition to connecting the
custom base to the surface of the patient’s tooth, the
custom base fills the gaps between the bracket and the
tooth. Because each patient’s tooth typically has unique
surface features, a thickness of the custom base and
thickness distribution of the custom base may differ be-
tween patients. A "thickness" is generally measured sub-
stantially along the labial-lingual direction between the
surface of the tooth and the respective surface of the
bracket. The thickness of the custom base may also differ
depending on what type of bracket practitioner 14 selects
for use on the patient’s tooth.
[0036] In addition to displaying a digital representation
of the custom base that results from a particular bracket
position, in some modes, client computing device 12 in-
dicates a thickness of the custom base at one or more
portions of the custom base and/or a volume of the cus-
tom base via an element within the 3D environment. The
element may be, for example, a 3D object, text, graphics
or geometric primitives (e.g., lines, curves, etc.) within
the 3D environment that provides an indication of a thick-
ness to practitioner 14. For example, in one embodiment,
practitioner 14 may select one or more portions (e.g.,
clicking on the digital representation of the custom base
with a peripheral pointing device, such as a mouse), and
client computing device 12 may present a text box that
provides a thickness of the custom base at the selected
portion(s).
[0037] In another embodiment, client computing de-
vice 12 presents a thickness map of the custom base
that indicates the different thicknesses of the custom
base and variations in thickness. For example, client
computing device 12 may present a thickness map that
uses a color-coding scheme to distinguish between dif-
ferent thickness ranges. The color-coding scheme may
be any suitable scheme including different colors, differ-
ent shades of the same color or combinations of different
colors and shades. As described in further detail below,
each color and/or shade may indicate a gross thickness
range or a thickness range relative to a predetermined
baseline thickness. In some embodiments, the baseline
thickness may be a norm thickness for practitioner 14,
for multiple practitioners or may otherwise be selected
by practitioner 14 or client computing device 12. In other
embodiments, the baseline thickness may be a threshold
thickness determined by client computing device 12,
practitioner 14, the manufacturer of modeling software
running on client computing device, or another suitable
source. The threshold thickness may indicate the maxi-
mum and/or minimum acceptable thickness of the cus-
tom base for providing a sufficient bond strength. The
thickness map may also be referred to as a "contour map"
or a "topographic map" in embodiments in which the map
is color-coded because the thickness map visually indi-
cates the variation in the surface configuration of the sur-
face of the custom base facing the tooth.
[0038] Practitioner 14 may use the digital representa-
tion of the custom base as a visual aid to determine
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whether a bracket position resulting from a particular
treatment plan is suitable for patient 16, and if necessary,
readjust a position of the bracket relative to the surface
of the tooth within the 3D environment. For example,
practitioner 14 may readjust the bracket position to min-
imize the thickness of the custom base at one or more
points or to achieve a more uniform distribution of custom
base. In embodiments in which client computing device
12 implements a bracket fitting algorithm in order to select
a bracket and determine the bracket fit characteristics,
practitioner 14 may visually confirm that the bracket fitting
algorithm worked correctly based on the digital represen-
tation of the custom base.
[0039] The thickness distribution of the custom base
may be indicative of the fit between the particular type of
orthodontic appliance and the tooth of patient 16. In some
cases, the practitioner may wish to achieve a uniform
custom base thickness distribution in order to provide a
more secure fit between the bracket and the tooth. In
some cases, it may also be desirable to minimize the
thickness of the custom base because a minimal thick-
ness may substantially accurately reflect the in-out pre-
scription of the appliance system. In addition, in some
cases, minimizing the overall thickness of the custom
base may result in a more reliable bond between the
appliance and the tooth, compared to other, thicker cus-
tom bases. Some custom base distributions (or con-
tours), such as a relatively uneven distribution on oppo-
site sides of the custom base, may result in a weak bond
between the tooth and the orthodontic appliance, and, in
some cases, a bonding failure. In other cases, practition-
er 14 may purposefully induce an uneven distribution of
the custom base in order to achieve a particular result,
such as a particular torque or direction of movement of
the tooth.
[0040] Practitioner 14 may select the desired distribu-
tion of the custom base based on information such as
the patient’s case history, previous experience or the type
of adhesive forming the custom base. The contour of the
custom base may also be selected to orient the slot in
the bracket for receiving an archwire in a desired direc-
tion. In some cases, it may be desirable for the archwire-
receiving slot in the bracket to be oriented in a substan-
tially horizontal direction, which is substantially parallel
to the occlusal plane of the patient.
[0041] The custom base thickness and/or volume in-
formation may also provide a useful tool for determining
the amount of adhesive or other bonding substance to
dispense when applying the orthodontic appliance direct-
ly to the tooth of patient 16 in a direct bonding technique
or to a physical model of the tooth in an indirect bonding
technique. An accurate dispensing of adhesive may use-
ful information in the case of a system in which a pick-
and-place robot places brackets on a patient’s teeth.
Without the custom thickness and/or volume information,
the practitioner may apply too much adhesive to the
bracket and waste resources or the practitioner may ap-
ply an insufficient amount of adhesive to the bracket and

potentially change the fit of the bracket to the tooth of the
patient. An insufficient amount of adhesive may also re-
sult in gaps or voids between the bracket base and the
tooth, which could weaken the resulting bond between
the bracket and the tooth, result in bond failure, and/or
serve as a trap for food and ultimately facilitate the for-
mation of cavities.
[0042] In general, the digital representation of the cus-
tom base with a 3D environment may also help the prac-
titioner determine whether the displayed bracket pro-
vides a satisfactory fit and whether another type of brack-
et would provide a better fit for the particular tooth of the
patient. For example, if the custom base thickness ex-
ceeds a predetermined threshold at one or more portions,
practitioner 14 may select another bracket or readjust a
position of the bracket. The threshold may be determined
by, for example, practitioner 14 or the manufacturer of
the software running on client computing device 12. Fur-
thermore, the threshold may be individualized to a par-
ticular patient or may be applicable to more than one
patient. The thresholds may differ based on the tooth.
For example, a greater range of thicknesses, i.e., a great-
er threshold, may be more tolerable for molars than for
incisors.
[0043] Rather than directly manipulating the digital rep-
resentation of the bracket in order to achieve a particular
custom base thickness or thickness distribution, in some
embodiments, modeling software 30 may present a GUI
that enables practitioner 14 to specify the desired custom
base thickness at one or more portions of the custom
base. However, because only a certain custom base
thickness may be achieved with a particular type of brack-
et, modeling software 30 may limit the available range of
custom base thicknesses.
[0044] The thickness distribution of the custom base
may be indicative of the balance of the bracket relative
to the tooth. In many cases, a substantially evenly-dis-
tributed custom base may indicate a substantially bal-
anced bracket because the distribution of the custom
base is indicative of the spacing between the bracket and
the tooth of the patient when the bracket is placed on the
tooth. Accordingly, the thickness distribution of the cus-
tom base may indicate the extent of "rocking" that the
bracket would be subjected to if the bracket was posi-
tioned on the tooth according to the bracket fitting algo-
rithm. Practitioner 14 may control the balance of the
bracket relative to a respective tooth of patient 16 by re-
adjusting the bracket position until a desired custom base
distribution is achieved.
[0045] Client computing device 12 may also display a
digital representation of one or more orthodontic appli-
ances associated with the teeth in addition to the digital
representation of the custom base. In one embodiment,
the orthodontic appliance is a bracket. However, in other
embodiments, the orthodontic appliance may be any ap-
pliance that corresponds to a particular tooth of patient
16, or a particular set of teeth, where a set is generally
less than a full dental arch of patient 16. Client computing
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device 12 need not display a full visual representation of
an orthodontic appliance. Rather, a portion of the appli-
ance may be displayed, such as an outline of the appli-
ance or an outline of certain features of the appliance
(such as features of the base of the appliance). In addi-
tion, client computing device 12 may display a full visual
representation of an archwire or alternatively, a portion
of an archwire, such as an outline of the archwire or an
outline of certain features of the archwire.
[0046] The orthodontic appliance and/or archwire may
be displayed as a visible object or partially visible object
or alternatively, the appliance may be displayed as a sub-
stantially transparent object for clarity of illustration of the
teeth and/or custom base. Displaying the appliance as a
substantially transparent object or otherwise not display-
ing the appliance provides an interface in which a custom
base is more visible than when the appliance is displayed
as a substantially opaque object. While the custom base
may still be visible when the appliance is displayed as a
visible object, in some cases, it may be desirable to view
the custom base without an overlying orthodontic appli-
ance in order to better visualize the thickness map of the
custom base.
[0047] As another alternative, client computing device
12 need not display the appliance itself. Rather, another
object associated with an appliance or with the placement
of an appliance may be shown instead of or in addition
to the appliance itself. Examples of such other objects
include crosshairs (intersecting lines indicating the posi-
tion on a tooth where the center of an appliance is to be
placed), placement jigs, placement guides, indirect bond-
ing trays, or other objects which may represent or be
attached to an appliance, or which may be otherwise as-
sociated with an appliance and/or its placement. Alter-
natively, client computing device 12 may reference an
orthodontic appliance analog (i.e., an orthodontic appli-
ance represented by data, such as a coordinate system)
instead of the device itself. The terms "appliance" or
"bracket" as used herein shall therefore be understood
to include any type of appliance, a full or partial repre-
sentation of an appliance, any object associated with an
appliance and/or its placement or an analog of the ortho-
dontic appliance.
[0048] As described in detail herein, client computing
device 12 presents a graphical user interface (GUI) with
which practitioner 14 interacts to define a prescription for
patient 16. Practitioner 14 may interact with the GUI pre-
sented by client computing device 12 to view the digital
representation of the teeth within the 3D environment,
define a proposed orthodontic prescription, and deter-
mine the proper placement of one or more brackets with
respect to one or more teeth for achieving a desired func-
tional and/or aesthetic result. That is, practitioner 14 se-
lects virtual brackets and directly manipulates the virtual
brackets within the 3D environment to position the brack-
ets on individual teeth within the modeled dental arch.
To aid the practitioner, client computing device 12 may
initially place the virtual brackets on individual teeth

based on standard prescriptions for commercially avail-
able brackets, an initial prescription specified by practi-
tioner 14, or via a bracket fitting algorithm.
[0049] Examples of bracket fitting algorithms or tech-
niques that client computing device 12 may implement
to initially place brackets within the 3D environment are
described in commonly assigned U.S. Patent No.
7,210,929, entitled "Method of Placing Orthodontic
Brackets on Teeth in a 3D Virtual World," which issued
May 1, 2007, and commonly assigned U.S. Patent Ap-
plication Publication No. 2006/0024637, entitled "Auto-
matic Adjustment of an Orthodontic Bracket to a Desired
Occlusal Height Within a Three-Dimensional (3D) Envi-
ronment," filed Jul. 30, 2004 by Raby, et al., both of which
are incorporated herein by reference in their entireties.
A system for placing teeth and/or brackets along an arch-
wire is described in commonly assigned U.S. Patent Ap-
plication Publication No. 2006/0073436, entitled "Move-
ment of Orthodontic Objects Along a Archwire Within a
Three-Dimensional (3D) Environment" filed April 6, 2006
by Raby, et al., which is incorporated herein by reference
in its entirety.
[0050] In some cases, client computing device 12 also
presents an environment in which practitioner 14 may
manually place orthodontic brackets relative to teeth
within the 3D environment. Manual placement of the
brackets may be assisted by use of visual planar guides,
as described in commonly assigned U.S. Patent Appli-
cation Publication No. 2005/0170309, entitled "Planar
Guides to Visually Aid Orthodontic Appliance Placement
within a Three-Dimensional (3D) Environment", filed Feb.
4, 2004 by Raby, et al., which is incorporated herein by
reference in its entirety..
[0051] It shall be understood that these and/or any oth-
er techniques may be used to initially place the brackets
on the teeth in the 3D environment and thus determine
the patient’s prescription, and that the invention is not
limited in this respect. Moreover, although described for
purposes of illustration with respect to modeling software
executing on client computing device 12, the techniques
may be applied by any computing device, including serv-
ers remote from practitioner 14.
[0052] Client computing device 12 may then compute
the resulting final position of the modeled teeth resulting
from the initial bracket placement. Practitioner 14 may
subsequently adjust the position of a particular bracket
relative to a particular tooth to achieve a desired func-
tional and/or aesthetic result. Practitioner 14 may adjust
the position of a particular bracket based on the digital
representation of the custom base, because, as previ-
ously discussed, the thickness and thickness distribution
of the custom base may indicate the balance of the brack-
et relative to a particular tooth. For example, practitioner
14 may manually adjust the position of the bracket, such
as by selecting the bracket with a mouse or another pe-
ripheral pointing device and manipulating the bracket
within the 3D environment. Practitioner 14 may, for ex-
ample, drag the bracket to a desired position within the
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3D environment or reorient the bracket. Alternatively,
practitioner 14 may select a bracket and reposition the
bracket within the 3D environment by manually inputting
coordinates for the bracket. Practitioner 14 may also ac-
tivate a refit algorithm implemented by client computing
device 12 in order to automatically reposition the bracket
within the 3D environment. In other embodiments, prac-
titioner 14 may implement any suitable technique for re-
positioning a bracket within the 3D environment. In some
embodiments, client computing device 12 may then rec-
ompute the placement of the modeled teeth resulting
from the manipulation of the brackets by practitioner 14.
Furthermore, after each bracket positioning iteration, cli-
ent computing device 12 may regenerate the custom
base that results from the respective bracket position.
[0053] Once a proposed orthodontic prescription is for-
mulated and displayed, the brackets are placed to
achieve a final functional and/or aesthetic result, and/or
such other result as may be desired, and practitioner 14
has indicated his or her approval, client computing device
12 communicates the bracket placement positions to
manufacturing facility 18 via network 20. In response,
manufacturing facility 18 constructs an indirect bonding
tray 22 for use in physically placing brackets on the teeth
of patient 16. In other words, manufacturing facility 18
fabricates indirect bonding tray 22 based on the bracket
placement positions selected by practitioner 14 within
the 3D environment presented by client computing de-
vice 12. Manufacturing facility 18 may, for example, use
conventional commercially available brackets selected
by practitioner 14 to form indirect bonding tray 22. Man-
ufacturing facility 18 forwards indirect bonding tray 22 to
practitioner 14 for use in a conventional indirect bonding
procedure to place the brackets on the teeth of patient
16. As another option, manufacturing facility 18 con-
structs, instead of the indirect bonding tray 22, a custom
jig for placing a single bracket on the patient’s tooth or a
group of brackets on, e.g., a quadrant of a dental arch or
an entire dental arch.
[0054] Alternatively, client computing device 12 need
not forward the bracket placement positions to manufac-
turing facility 18. Client computing device 12 may instead
output, e.g., display or print, the relevant distances and
angles for each bracket to assist practitioner 14 in man-
ually positioning the brackets on the teeth of patient 16
in a direct bonding technique. Alternatively, client com-
puting device 12 may print a 2D representation of the 3D
images displayed on the graphical user interface of client
computing device 12.
[0055] FIG. 2 is a block diagram illustrating an example
embodiment of client computing device 12 in further de-
tail. In the illustrated embodiment, client computing de-
vice 12 provides an operating environment for modeling
software 30. As described above, modeling software 30
presents a modeling environment for modeling and de-
picting the digital representation of the teeth of patient
16 (FIG. 1), as well as the digital representations of one
or more orthodontic appliances and coupling matrices

formed between the orthodontic appliance and a respec-
tive tooth. In the illustrated embodiment, modeling soft-
ware 30 includes a user interface 32, orthodontic appli-
ance control module 34, custom base calculation module
36, and rendering engine 38. Modeling software 30 in-
terfaces with network 20 via network interface 40. Al-
though referred to as a "custom base" calculation module
36, in other embodiments, calculation module 36 may
generally be a "coupling matrix" calculation module that
calculates a thickness, volume or other geometry and
dimensions of any suitable type of coupling matrix, e.g.,
an adhesive pad for a direct bonding technique.
[0056] User interface 32 provides a GUI that visually
displays the digital representation of the patient’s dental
arch and/or of specified portions of the patient’s dental
arch as well as digital representations of the brackets (or
other orthodontic appliance) and custom bases of the
brackets for connecting to the patient’s teeth. The digital
representations may be 3D or two-dimensional (2D). In
addition, user interface 32 provides an interface for re-
ceiving input from a user, such as practitioner 14, e.g.,
via a keyboard and a peripheral device, for manipulating
a tooth or bracket.
[0057] Orthodontic appliance control module 34 and
custom base calculation module 36 may be considered
interactive modules for developing an orthodontic treat-
ment plan for achieving a desired tooth arrangement for
a particular patient 16 (FIG. 1). In some embodiments,
practitioner 14 may interact with modeling software 30
via user interface 32 to indicate a desired position of a
bracket associated with the particular tooth. Orthodontic
control module 34 may also move the bracket based on
the movement inputted by practitioner 14. In embodi-
ments in which a digital representation of the bracket is
rendered and displayed on user interface 32, the adjust-
ed position of the bracket may be displayed via the GUI
of user interface 32. Practitioner 14 may interact with
custom base calculation module 36 in order to determine
a custom base thickness or volume. For example, prac-
titioner 14 may select a portion of the representation of
the custom base for which more information is desired,
and in response, custom base calculation module 36 may
provide practitioner 14 with details about the selected
custom base portion. As another example, custom base
calculation module 36 may provide practitioner 14 with
a custom base thickness map.
[0058] As described above, during treatment, commer-
cially-available brackets are configured to be placed on
a particular tooth (e.g., a lower molar), but not to the in-
dividual tooth of a particular patient, which may have
unique surface features. Accordingly, an adhesive may
not only bond the bracket to the surface of the tooth, but
may also fill any gaps between the tooth and the bracket,
thereby creating a customized structure for applying the
bracket to the tooth of the patient. In an indirect bonding
technique, the custom base is created during a prelimi-
nary stage when the brackets are attached to a physical
model of a patient’s teeth. Another adhesive is used to
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bond the custom base to the patient’s actual teeth during
the bonding stage.
[0059] Many existing systems that provide digital rep-
resentations of orthodontic appliances and teeth for the
purposes of generating an orthodontic treatment plan il-
lustrate the bracket "floating" in free space relative to the
tooth. The floating bracket may make it difficult for prac-
titioner 14 to visually ascertain how well a bracket base
conforms to a tooth as placed in the 3D environment. For
example, the gap between the bracket and the tooth may
make it difficult to judge the thickness of the custom base
when only the gap is shown, particularly because the gap
is not fully illustrated and merely the outer boundaries of
the gap are shown. On the other hand, rendering engine
38 renders a digital representation of the custom base in
order to help practitioner 14 visually ascertain the bracket
fit. The digital representation of the custom base may
include both the side walls (or outer boundaries) of the
custom base, which include the surfaces extending be-
tween the tooth and the bracket, and the inner surface,
which includes the surface of the custom base that sub-
stantially faces the orthodontic appliance or the tooth. It
may be desirable to view the inner surface of the custom
base in addition to the outer boundaries because the in-
ner surface may vary considerably in contour, depending
on the patient’s tooth surface characteristics. Custom
base calculation module 36 determines different charac-
teristics of the custom base, such as the thickness at one
or more portions of the custom base or the volume of the
custom base, to further aid the treatment planning for a
particular patient 16.
[0060] Custom base calculation module 36 may render
at least one element within the 3D environment that vis-
ually represents the thickness of at least a portion of the
custom base. The element may be, for example, a 3D
object, text, graphics or geometric primitives (e.g., lines,
curves, etc.) within the 3D environment that provides an
indication of a thickness to practitioner 14. For example,
in one embodiment, custom base calculation module 36
may indicate a thickness at one or more custom base
portions by generating a thickness map that rendering
engine 38 presents to practitioner 14. The thickness map
visually indicates the thicknesses of different portions of
the custom base. The thickness map may be interactive.
Practitioner 14 may select one or more portions of the
thickness map in order to obtain further details about the
thickness at the selected portions.
[0061] In some embodiments, custom base calculation
module 36 generates a color-coded thickness map, in
which different colors or shades of one or more colors
represent different custom base thicknesses (measured
in a substantially labial-lingual direction). While a digital
representation of a custom base having a uniform color
may be useful, color-coding the digital representation of
the custom base may add additional utility to the display
of the custom base. For example, the color-coded thick-
ness map of the custom base may enable practitioner 14
to quickly distinguish between different thicknesses. A

black-and-white thickness map may also be useful in cer-
tain instances. For example, shades of gray, or different
types of cross-hatching or other graphical indicia, may
be used to indicate different thicknesses.
[0062] Different color coding schemes may be used.
For example, in one embodiment, different colors may
represent different ranges of absolute custom base thick-
nesses. Each color may represent any suitable thickness
range. For example, each color may represent a thick-
ness range of about 0.05 mm to about 0.5 mm. Any
number of colors may also be used. In one embodiment,
custom base calculation module 36 implements a color-
code scheme that includes three to seven colors repre-
senting three to seven thickness ranges. For example,
custom base calculation module 36 may generate a thick-
ness map that includes about five thickness ranges.
Colors or different shades of one or more colors that are
readily distinguishable from each other may be used in
order to provide a display that practitioner 14 may quickly
review and quickly ascertain the variation in thickness,
and, in some cases, the thickness of different portions of
the custom base. For example, blue may indicate a thick-
ness range of about 0 mm to about 0.12 mm, green may
indicate a thickness range of about 0.13 mm to about
0.25 mm, yellow may indicate a thickness range of about
0.26 mm to about 0.38 mm, orange may indicate a thick-
ness range of about 0.39 mm to about 0.50 mm, and red
may indicate a thickness greater than 0.51 mm. Other
color coding schemes and thickness ranges may be
used. The color may change discretely as the thickness
changes, or the color may continuously change to more
accurately depict the contour of the custom base.
[0063] In another embodiment, different colors may
represent the deviation from a baseline thickness, such
as a norm thickness or thickness threshold, where the
baseline thickness may be selected by a practitioner, by
a manufacturer of modeling software 30 or by modeling
software 30. For example, modeling software 30 may
"learn" a norm thickness based on past usage by a certain
practitioner 14. That is, modeling software 30 may learn
that practitioner 14 prefers a custom base thickness in a
certain range, such as after repetitive adoption of a cus-
tom base thickness or an average custom base thick-
ness. Alternatively, the norm may be based on the prac-
tice of more than one practitioner. The norm thickness
may be represented as a first color and other colors may
be used to indicate different thickness ranges relative to
the norm. In another embodiment, the norm thickness
may be a norm thickness associated with at least one
set of orthodontic appliances, such as a certain type of
bracket. Modeling software 30 may learn the norm thick-
ness for a particular type of orthodontic appliance based
on past usage by a one or more practitioners 14, or the
appliance manufacturer may specify a norm thickness.
Again, the colors that indicate a deviation from a norm
thickness may represent any suitable number of thick-
ness ranges, such as about three to about seven thick-
ness ranges.
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[0064] In embodiments in which different colors repre-
sent the deviation from a threshold thickness value, cus-
tom base control module 36 may generate a custom base
in a uniform color and use one or more colors to indicate
the range of thicknesses by which the custom base ex-
ceeds the threshold value. Custom base control module
36 may also generate an indication to inform practitioner
14 that the thickness of the custom base exceeds the
threshold value at one or more points, and may specify
the regions via the color-coded thickness map.
[0065] In other embodiments, rendering engine 38
may render a custom base having a uniform color and
custom base calculation module 36 may provide an in-
teractive feature by which practitioner 14 may select one
or more portions of the custom base in order to obtain
more information about the thickness at the selected por-
tions. For example, practitioner 14 may select a portion
of the displayed custom base with a mouse or another
peripheral pointing device, and custom base calculation
module 36 may render at least one element that includes
text, such as within a GUI display area, where the text
includes detailed information about the selected portion
of the custom base, such as the thickness of the custom
base at the selected portion.
[0066] In other embodiments, rendering engine 38
may indicate a thickness distribution of the custom base
via a contour map. Contour lines may be drawn on the
digital representation of the custom base, the surface of
the respective tooth or the base of the orthodontic appli-
ance. Each contour line may follow a path of constant
thickness, and the thickness value associated with each
contour may be illustrated, for example, by a numerical
value shown in close proximity to the line, in a separate
GUI window or textbox that appears when practitioner
14 positions a cursor over the contour line or by color-
coding the line according to a legend that maps colors
(or monochrome values) to thicknesses.
[0067] If practitioner 14 adjusts a position of a bracket
relative to a tooth of patient 16, modeling software 30,
and in particular, custom base control module 36 may
recalculate the thickness of the custom base and render-
ing engine 38 may render a thickness map reflecting the
thickness of the custom base or otherwise indicate a
thickness of the custom base. Any of the aforementioned
techniques for indicating a thickness of one or more por-
tions of the custom base calculation module may be com-
bined, and in other embodiments, custom base calcula-
tion module 36 may implement other techniques for in-
dicating a thickness of a custom base.
[0068] As previously discussed, practitioner 14 may re-
adjust a position of a bracket via user interface 32 in order
to achieve a desired custom base distribution or a desired
tooth position or dental arch arrangement for patient 16.
Modeling software 30 may receive an input indicative of
a desired position for a bracket in multiple different ways.
For example, modeling software 30 may implement a
technique described in commonly-assigned U.S. Patent
Application Serial Number 11/551,372, entitled, "DIGIT-

AL ORTHODONTIC TREATMENT PLANNING," and
filed on October 20, 2006, the entire content of which is
incorporated herein by reference. U.S. Patent Applica-
tion Serial Number 11/551,372 describes a technique by
which practitioner 14 may interact with modeling software
of a computing system in order to visualize the 3D rep-
resentation of the dental arch, indicate a desired position
or desired movement for one or more teeth, and deter-
mine a position of one or more orthodontic appliances
that will result in the desired tooth position. In U.S. Patent
Application Serial Number 11/551,372, the system im-
plements certain techniques that provide the practitioner
with the perception that he or she is directly manipulating
the 3D representation of the patient’s teeth so as to spec-
ify final (i.e., desired) tooth positions. However, in re-
sponse to input from the practitioner, the computing sys-
tem computes an adjustment to a current position of a
bracket (or another orthodontic appliance). That is, in-
stead of directly manipulating a tooth within the 3D envi-
ronment (as the practitioner perceives) the movements
input by the practitioner are instead applied to the appli-
ance associated with the tooth, but in a reverse fashion.
The system then computes a new position for the tooth
based on the adjustment to the appliance.
[0069] If practitioner 14 indicates a desired bracket or
tooth position to balance or minimize the thickness of the
virtual custom base by manipulating a bracket, orthodon-
tic appliance control module 34 may refit the digital rep-
resentation of the tooth relative to the indicated bracket
position (either continuously or incrementally as mouse,
button or other input events are received) in response to
the input from practitioner 14 indicating the desired brack-
et position. In another embodiment, which may be an-
other mode of operation of modeling software 30, prac-
titioner 14 maybe given more direct control of tooth move-
ments that result in tooth positions. An ability to directly
manipulate tooth positions may enable practitioner 14 to
effectively achieve intermediate tooth positions to those
offered by a best-fit configuration of the bracket relative
to the tooth. Best-fit configurations typically rely on dis-
crete metrics (e.g., torque, angulation, in/out) for the
bracket position. A wider range of final tooth positions
may be achieved by allowing imbalances in the thickness
distribution of the custom base. Such imbalances are
more easily visualized by using a custom base thickness
map. In addition, the custom base thickness map may
also enable practitioner 14 to maintain the imbalance
within acceptable limits.
[0070] In some embodiments, user interface 32 may
include navigational controls for moving and/or position-
ing the orthodontic object, such as by clicking on an icon
that displays navigational controls for moving a virtual
tooth and/or bracket. The result is that modeling software
30 allows practitioner 14 to interactively create a treat-
ment plan for a patient by generating an initial bracket
placement for a tooth, predicting the resulting position of
the tooth based on the initial bracket placement, and en-
abling practitioner 14 to adjust the position of the bracket
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or select another type of bracket using the digital repre-
sentation of a custom base as a tool to visualize the fit
between the bracket and a respective tooth. The digital
representation of the custom base provided by rendering
engine 38 and the thickness map provided by custom
base control module 36 enables practitioner 14 to repo-
sition a bracket and/or tooth with more precision and ac-
curacy by providing additional information that may be
useful in determining whether repositioning of a bracket
is desirable.
[0071] Modeling software 30 interacts with database
42 to access a variety of data, such as bracket data 44
(including data regarding the bracket base), patient data
46, placement rules 48, 3D data 50, and custom base
data 52. Although referred to as "custom base" data 52,
in other embodiments, database 42 may include data 52
for other types of coupling matrices. Database 42 may
be represented in a variety of forms including data stor-
age files, lookup tables, or a database management sys-
tem (DBMS) executing on one or more database servers.
The database management system may be a relational
(RDBMS), hierarchical (HDBMS), multi-dimensional
(MDBMS), object oriented (ODBMS or OODBMS), object
relational (ORDBMS) or other type of database manage-
ment system. The data may, for example, be stored within
a single relational database such as SQL Server from
Microsoft Corporation. Although illustrated as local to cli-
ent computing device 12, database 42 may be located
remote from client computing device 12 and coupled to
client computing device 12 via a public or private network,
e.g., network 20.
[0072] Bracket data 44 describes a set of commercially
available brackets or other orthodontic appliances that
may be selected by practitioner 14 and positioned within
the 3D modeling environment. For example, bracket data
44 may store a variety of attributes for the commercially
available brackets, such as dimensions, slot locations
and characteristics, torque angles, angulations and other
attributes. User interface 32 may provide a menu-driven
interface by which practitioner 14 selects the type of
brackets for use in defining an orthodontic prescription
for patient 16 (FIG. 1). Bracket data 44 may also include
bracket-tooth behavior rules that define a relationship be-
tween each bracket and respective tooth.
[0073] Patient data 46 describes a set of one or more
patients, e.g., patient 16 (FIG. 1), associated with prac-
titioner 14. For example, patient data 46 specifies general
information, such as a name, birth date, and a dental
history, for each patient. Optionally, patient data 46 in-
cludes appointment scheduling information and billing in-
formation. In addition, patient data 46 specifies a current
prescription specified for each of the patients, including
the types of brackets selected by practitioner 14 for use
with each of the patients, and their associated positions
and orientations on the teeth of patient 14. Patient data
46 may also include information regarding the composi-
tion, structure or construction of selected bracket base.
After practitioner 14 determines a desirable bracket

placement position via modeling software 30, practitioner
14 may store the bracket placement position within pa-
tient data 46 of database 42.
[0074] Placement rules 48 may specify industry-de-
fined placement rules for commercially available ortho-
dontic appliances. In addition, placement rules 48 may
include user-defined rules specified by practitioner 14 or
other rules for controlling appliance placement. Modeling
software 30 and/or practitioner 14 (or a technician under
the direction of practitioner 14) may reference placement
rules 48 to initially place brackets or other orthodontic
appliances with respect to one or more teeth of a patient
prior to arranging teeth into a desired arch form.
[0075] One rule for certain commercially available
brackets is to align the medial line or longitudinal axis of
the bracket with the Facial Axis of the Clinical Crown
(FACC) of the tooth. The FACC is defined as the curved
line formed by the intersection of the midsagittal plane
and the facial surface of the tooth. Another exemplary
industry-defined placement rule is to place the center of
a custom base of the bracket on the FACC of the tooth
equidistant from the occlusal edge or occlusal-most point
on the FACC and the gingival margin of the crown. This
location is also known as the Facial Axis Point (FA Point).
As another example, practitioner 14 may desire to place
brackets at a position that is different from the FA Point.
Consequently, practitioner 14 may specify different pre-
scriptions for different types of teeth in the dentition, for
different types of brackets, or both. Optionally, the pre-
scription may be based in whole or in part on known rules
associated with a particular type of the appliances se-
lected by practitioner 14.
[0076] Placement rules 48 may also include bracket
fitting algorithms or other techniques for placing brackets
within the 3D environment. The stored algorithms may
include U.S. Patent No. 7,210,929, entitled "Method of
Placing Orthodontic Brackets on Teeth in a 3D Virtual
World," which issued May 1, 2007, U.S. Patent Applica-
tion Publication No. 2005/0170309, entitled "Planar
Guides to Visually Aid Orthodontic Appliance Placement
within a Three-Dimensional (3D) Environment", filed Feb.
4, 2004 to Raby, et al., U.S. Patent Application Publica-
tion No. 2006/0024637, entitled "Automatic Adjustment
of an Orthodontic Bracket to a Desired Occlusal Height
Within a Three-Dimensional (3D) Environment", filed Jul.
30, 2004 by Raby, et al., and U.S. Patent Application
Publication No. 2006/0073436, entitled "Movement of
Orthodontic Objects Along a Virtual Archwire within a
Three-Dimensional (3D) Environment" filed April 6, 2006
by Raby, et al., which were previously incorporated by
reference.
[0077] Rendering engine 38 accesses and renders 3D
data 50 to generate the 3D view presented to practitioner
14 by user interface 32. More specifically, 3D data 50
includes information defining the 3D objects that repre-
sent each tooth, orthodontic appliance, and custom base
within the 3D environment. Rendering engine 38 proc-
esses each object to render a 3D triangular mesh based
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on viewing perspective of practitioner 14 within the 3D
environment. User interface 32 displays the rendered 3D
triangular mesh to practitioner 14, and allows practitioner
14 to change viewing perspectives and manipulate ob-
jects within the 3D environment. If rendering engine 38
renders brackets, or any other orthodontic appliances,
as transparent or visible objects, rendering engine 38
may initially place the brackets in the 3D environment
using any of several different techniques described
above.
[0078] Custom base data 52 stores information relat-
ing to different types of custom bases, such as different
types of adhesives that practitioner 14 may use to create
the custom bases. Custom base data 52 may also store
the baseline (e.g., a norm or threshold) custom base
thicknesses for one or more teeth, where the baseline
thickness may be specific to a particular practitioner 14,
clinic (i.e., multiple practitioners) or orthodontic appli-
ance. Custom base calculation module 36 may reference
the baseline thickness when creating a thickness map of
the custom base.
[0079] FIG. 3 is a flow diagram illustrating a process
for displaying a custom base thickness map within a 3D
environment presented by modeling software 30 of com-
puting device 12 (FIG. 2). Rendering engine 38 of mod-
eling software 30 renders a digital representation of at
least a part of a dental arch of a patient within a 3D mod-
eling environment (60). Rendering engine 38 may render
one tooth, multiple teeth or the entire dental arch. In some
embodiments, rendering engine 38 also renders a digital
representation of a bracket (or another orthodontic ap-
pliance) as a visible object (62). However, as described
above, in other embodiments, rendering engine 38 may
render a bracket as a substantially transparent object.
Orthodontic appliance control module 34 of modeling
software 30 may implement a fitting algorithm to deter-
mine an initial position of the digital representation of the
bracket relative to the digital representation of the re-
spective tooth of the dental arch within the 3D environ-
ment.
[0080] Rendering engine 38 renders a digital represen-
tation of a custom base (64). As described in further detail
below, custom base calculation module 36 of modeling
software 30 may determine the configuration of the cus-
tom base based on the relative distance between the
tooth and the bracket within the 3D environment. Even
in embodiments in which the bracket is rendered as a
transparent object or not rendered at all, orthodontic ap-
pliance control module 34 determines an initial position
of the bracket within the 3D environment relative to the
tooth. Custom base calculation module 36 may utilize
this information to determine the configuration of the cus-
tom base that rendering engine 38 (64) presents to prac-
titioner 14 via user interface 32, as well as to calculate a
custom base thickness (66). In some embodiments, cus-
tom base calculation module 36 generates a custom
base thickness map (68) for rendering by rendering en-
gine 38. As previously described, the custom base thick-

ness map is similar to a contour map and may include
different colors or shading to distinguish between differ-
ent thicknesses of the custom base.
[0081] Custom base calculation module 36 may deter-
mine a custom base thickness to generate the thickness
map (68) by calculating the relative distance between the
virtual bracket and the facial surface of the tooth at mul-
tiple points, such as based on the coordinates of the sur-
face of the virtual bracket facing the tooth and the facial
surface of the tooth within the 3D environment presented
by modeling software 30. In some embodiments, custom
base calculation module 36 may then interpolate be-
tween the calculated thicknesses in order to create a sub-
stantially continuous thickness map. In other embodi-
ments, custom base calculation module 36 may present
a thickness map including the thicknesses of discrete
points of the map. The colors of each discrete point may
be blended together to represent a gradually changing
thickness.
[0082] In embodiments in which the virtual bracket is
rendered as a visible object (60), the digital representa-
tion of the custom base is disposed between the bracket
and the tooth within the 3D environment. In embodiments
in which the virtual bracket is rendered as a substantially
transparent object (or not rendered), the top surface of
the custom base, i.e., the surface facing the bracket, may
be more clearly illustrated. The custom base thickness
map is more clearly shown when the virtual bracket is
rendered as a substantially transparent object.
[0083] FIG. 4A is a flow diagram illustrating one tech-
nique for generating a digital representation of a custom
base within a 3D environment. As previously described,
in one embodiment, the digital representations of a pa-
tient’s dental arch and orthodontic appliances are dis-
played via a 3D triangular mesh. After orthodontic appli-
ance control module 34 (FIG. 2) implements a best-fit
algorithm to place a virtual bracket within the 3D envi-
ronment relative to a tooth or teeth to which the appliance
is to be attached, rendering engine 38 obtains data that
defines the surface of the virtual bracket facing the tooth
(70) and data that defines a surface of the tooth to which
the bracket is to be applied (71). The 3D data may be
stored within 3D data 50 of database 42 (FIG. 2) of client
computing device 12.
[0084] Rendering engine 38 may select discrete sets
of sample points within the 3D environment from the data
defining the outer perimeter of the bracket surface (72).
For example, in embodiments in which the digital repre-
sentation of the bracket is displayed via a triangular
mesh, the sample points may be the outermost vertices
of the triangles along the perimeter of the surface of the
virtual bracket facing the tooth. A sufficient number and
distribution of sample points to at least roughly charac-
terize the configuration and size (i.e., length and width)
of the outer perimeter of the bracket surface should be
selected. For example, at least three, but up to fifty or
more sample points may be used.
[0085] Rendering engine 38 may then define a plurality
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of hypothetical reference lines or rays, where at least one
ray extends from each of the sample points toward the
triangular mesh defining the digital representation of a
respective tooth of the dental arch (73). Each ray is a
substantially straight line emanating from a point, and
the rays extend substantially parallel to each other. In
one embodiment, the rays extend from the outermost
vertices of the triangles along the perimeter of the surface
of the virtual orthodontic appliance facing the tooth to-
ward the triangular mesh defining the tooth along a lin-
gual-labial reference axis. The triangular mesh defining
the surface of the virtual bracket that faces the tooth also
defines a surface of the virtual custom base because the
custom base abuts the orthodontic appliance and sub-
stantially molds thereto.
[0086] The hypothetical rays are referenced herein in
order to aid in describing an example of a technique em-
ployed by rendering engine 38 (FIG. 2) to render a digital
representation of a custom base. The virtual bracket may
be displayed as a substantially transparent object, visible
object, or otherwise. In embodiments in which the virtual
bracket is not displayed, orthodontic appliance control
module 34 (FIG. 2) may provide custom base calculation
module 36 with the location of the orthodontic appliance,
such as by providing custom base calculation module 36
with coordinates of the surface of the orthodontic appli-
ance closest to the respective tooth.
[0087] An outer perimeter of the custom base is ex-
tracted by connecting the points of intersection between
the rays and the triangular mesh defining the tooth (74).
The points of intersection define a polyline, which repre-
sents a perimeter of the custom base. The ray-triangle
intersection points may be ordered similarly to the points
on the virtual orthodontic appliance perimeter from which
they originate. As one example, a Mobile 3D Graphics
API application running on client computing device 12
(FIG. 2) may implement pick methods to extract the points
of intersection between rays and the triangular mesh de-
fining the tooth. Mobile 3D Graphics API is a specification
defining an application programming interface for Java-
based programs that produce computer graphics.
[0088] Sample points may also be collected at points
other than the outer perimeter of the bracket surface.
Rays may be projected from these sample points in order
to calculate a thickness of the custom base at the respec-
tive sample point. That is, the length of the ray extending
between the bracket surface and the tooth surface sub-
stantially equals a thickness of the custom base at the
ray’s sample point of origin. Custom base calculation
module 36 may implement any suitable mathematical
function in order to determine the length of each of the
rays, such as by calculating the difference in coordinates
of the origin of the ray at the bracket surface and the end
of the ray at the tooth surface.
[0089] The walls of the custom base may be generated
by enclosing the space between the rays extending be-
tween the triangular mesh defining the orthodontic appli-
ance and the triangular mesh defining the tooth because

the rays essentially define the outer surface of the custom
base (75). Triangles may be formed in the enclosed
space to define a closed or solid 3D object. For example,
edges of each triangle are formed by pairing each origi-
nating point in the perimeter with its corresponding ray-
triangle intersection point on the tooth. Edges are also
formed by pairing each originating point in the perimeter
with its neighbor’s corresponding ray-triangle intersec-
tion point on the tooth. "Neighbors" for each point are
always in the same direction (e.g., clockwise or counter-
clockwise). Together, the ray-triangle intersections on
the tooth form another 3D polyline that is used to define
a subset of the triangles on the facial surface of the tooth.
The resulting 3D polyline may be used to cut, extract, or
otherwise form a copy of the triangles on the tooth and
use them to define a surface of the virtual custom base.
In this way, enclosing the space between adjacent rays
defines a substantially smooth outer surface of a custom
base and a 3D shape of the custom base. In some em-
bodiments, the volume of the virtual custom base is not
converted to a closed or solid 3D object.
[0090] The total volume of the virtual custom base may
be calculated using any suitable volume-computing al-
gorithm. As previously indicated, the total volume of the
virtual custom base indicates the volume of the custom
bonding base plus the volume of any adhesive or other
bonding material to be used to bond, affix or otherwise
attach the appliance to the tooth of the patient. The vol-
ume of adhesive may also be combined for each tooth
in the dental arch, thereby indicating how much adhesive
is expected to be consumed in the bonding process for
the patient, rather than the volume per tooth. Practitioner
14 may utilize the volume information to manage sup-
plies, such as to preorder a sufficient amount of adhesive
for a certain time period, such as a week, a month or
otherwise. The total volume may also indicate how well
the orthodontic appliance conforms to the surface of the
tooth of the patient. A large custom base volume may
indicate that the bracket does not conform well to the
tooth of patient 16.
[0091] In some embodiments, custom base calculation
module 36 may determine a volume of the virtual custom
base by subdividing the volume into a plurality of columns
extending lengthwise in a substantially labial-lingual di-
rection. For example, a plurality of triangular columns
may be generated by projecting rays from a vertex of
each triangular mesh base of the custom base (or the
surface of the orthodontic appliance facing the custom
base which defines a "cap" of the custom base) toward
the tooth. As another example, a plurality of triangular
columns may be generated by projecting rays from a
center of each triangle of the triangular mesh base of the
custom base (or the surface of the orthodontic appliance
facing the custom base) toward the tooth. The cross-
sectional area of each column may be substantially equal
to a cross-sectional area of a corresponding triangle of
the custom base, by triangles on both ends of the column
or by a regular rectangular grid or another pattern. Thus,
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in some embodiments, each column has substantially
the same cross-sectional area, but differing lengths. In
other embodiments, the columns have substantially dif-
ferent cross-sectional areas. The length of each column
is measured in substantially the same direction as a thick-
ness (i.e., the labial-lingual direction).
[0092] Each column may be colored according to its
length, which is measured along the labial-lingual direc-
tion, its volume, or a deviation of the length or volume
from a baseline length or volume. As previously de-
scribed, a baseline length or any baseline value may be
a norm value or threshold value selected by practitioner
14, modeling software 30, the manufacturer of modeling
software 30 or another source. The baseline may be prac-
titioner specific or applicable to more than one practition-
er. In embodiments in which the columns each have sub-
stantially the same cross-sectional area, the colors of the
color-coding system also represent the different volumes
of each column. A color-coded thickness may be gener-
ated via the color-coded columns, where the entire map
is visible from a labial perspective when the bracket is
not displayed as a visible object and partially visible from
the occlusal, gingival, mesial, and distal directions. The
colors of each column may be blended together to rep-
resent a gradually changing thickness.
[0093] FIG. 4B is a schematic diagram illustrating a
digital representation of dental arch 76 including a tooth
77 and a digital representation of bracket 78 within a 3D
environment. Bracket 78 is aligned to be applied to labial
surface 77A of tooth 77. FIG. 4B illustrates an example
of hypothetical rays 79A-D that may be used to generate
a digital representation of a custom base. Rays 79A-D
project from surface 78A of bracket facing tooth 77 toward
labial surface 77A of tooth 77. In particular, rays 79A-D
extend from a sample point on an outer perimeter of sur-
face 78A of bracket 78 toward labial surface 77A of tooth
77A. Rays 79A-D are substantially parallel to each other
and are spaced around the outer perimeter of surface
78A of bracket 78 in order to help define the outer bound-
aries of the custom base. Although four hypothetical lines
are shown in FIG. 4B, in other embodiments, any suitable
number of hypothetical rays may be used to generate a
digital representation of a custom base.
[0094] FIG. 5 is a display diagram of an exemplary GUI
80 presented by modeling software 30 of client comput-
ing device 12. GUI 80 includes display areas 82 and 84,
which each depict a different view of the digital represen-
tation of a part of dental arch 86 of a patient with a 3D
modeling environment. Display area 82 illustrates a labial
(or facial), looking in a gingival view of dental arch 86,
while display area 84 illustrates an occlusal view of dental
arch 86 (i.e., illustrates an occlusal surface of dental arch
86, looking generally in a gingival direction).
[0095] Dental arch 86 includes a plurality of teeth 88,
including tooth 88A. Also depicted in GUI 80 are digital
representations of a plurality of brackets 90 attached to
teeth 88 of dental arch 86, including bracket 90A attached
to tooth 88A. In the embodiment of GUI 80 shown in FIG.

5, practitioner 14 may select one of the brackets 90 in
order to view the respective custom base in display area
86. In display area 84, GUI 80 displays a digital presen-
tation of custom base 92 positioned between tooth 88A
and bracket 90A. While only custom base 92 is shown
in FIG. 5, in other views provided by GUI 80, the custom
bases of other brackets 90 may also be displayed.
[0096] As FIG. 5 illustrates, one surface of custom
base 92 substantially conforms to the contour of labial
surface 94 of tooth 88A and a substantially opposite sur-
face of custom base 92 substantially conforms to the sur-
face of bracket 90A facing labial surface 94 of tooth 88A.
Because the surface features of labial surface 94 of tooth
88A may differ depending on a particular patient, and
custom base 92 substantially conforms to labial surface
94, custom base 92 "customizes" bracket 90A to the par-
ticular tooth of a particular patient. Bracket 90A may be
a commercially-available bracket stored in inventory, and
thus, custom base 92 helps configure a commercially-
available bracket for use with a particular patient. Custom
base 92 in FIG. 5 is displayed as a uniform color. A uni-
form color custom base 92 provides a useful tool for de-
termining how well bracket 90A fits on the labial surface
of tooth 88A.
[0097] In other embodiments, custom base calculation
module 36 (FIG. 2) may generate a color-coded thick-
ness map that uses different colors to indicate different
thicknesses of custom base 92. In such embodiments,
custom base 92 is displayed as two or more colors that
define a custom base thickness map. A "thickness" of
custom base is measured along the labial-lingual direc-
tion, indicated by line 96 in display area 84.
[0098] FIGS. 6A and 6B illustrate another example GUI
100 presented by modeling software 30 of client comput-
ing device 12. In the embodiment shown in FIGS. 6A and
6B, modeling software 30 is in a full dental arch exami-
nation mode in which a full dental arch 86 is shown. of
patient 16, where dental arch 86 includes teeth 88. GUI
100 also illustrates brackets 90 attached to respective
teeth 88. GUI includes drop-down menus 106 and selec-
tion buttons 108. Buttons 108 include, among other
things, buttons by which practitioner 14 may choose from
any of several views of a patient’s dental arch 86.
[0099] In FIG. 6A, modeling software 30 is operating
in a mode in which custom bases are not shown between
each of the teeth 88 and brackets 90. In the display shown
in FIG. 6B, modeling software 30 is operating in a mode
in which GUI 100 displays custom base 92 and custom
bases 102. In some embodiments, practitioner 14 may
control modeling software 30 to selectively view the dis-
play shown in FIG. 6A or the display shown in FIG. 6B.
[0100] In FIG. 6B, custom bases 92 and 102 are dis-
played as color-coded thickness maps. Brackets 90 ob-
struct a clear view of the surface of each custom base
92, 102 facing the respective bracket 90. While each cus-
tom base 92 and 102 is shown in FIG. 6B, in other em-
bodiments, practitioner 14 may select a particular tooth
88, bracket 90, and custom base 92 or 102 in order to
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selectively display one or more custom bases 92 or 102.
For example, practitioner 14 may select a tooth 88 via
object selection menu 104, which identifies particular
teeth 88 in dental arch 86 using the Palmer Notation Sys-
tem. In alternate embodiments, object selection menu
may identify individual teeth 88, brackets 90, or custom
bases 92, 102 by other suitable numbering or labeling
systems, such as the Universal Numbering System or
the International Numbering System.
[0101] In some modes of operation, practitioner 14
may interact with GUI 100 to disable the display of brack-
ets 90. For example, practitioner 14 may use drop-down
menus 106 or operating buttons 108 provided by GUI
100 to select an operating mode in which brackets 90
are displayed as substantially transparent objects or to
otherwise disable brackets 90 from being displayed on
GUI 100 or from being partially or fully disabled to prac-
titioner 14. An example of a display that does not include
brackets 90 is shown in FIG. 6C. Disabling the display
of brackets 90 may enable practitioner 14 to view one or
more of custom bases 92 and 102 more clearly. If custom
base calculation module 36 (FIG. 2) generates a thick-
ness map for each custom base 92 and 102, the removal
of brackets 90 from GUI 100 provides an unobstructed
view of the thickness maps of custom bases 92 and 102.
In FIGS. 6B-C, a thickness of each custom base 92, 102
is shown via gray-scale shading, with darker portions of
the shading representing a greater thickness than the
lighter portions. In the embodiment shown in FIGS. 6B-
6C, there is a relatively smooth, continuous transition be-
tween the different shades of gray to represent the sub-
stantially continuous contour of custom bases 92, 102.
However, discrete shades of gray may also be used. As
described above, in other embodiments, other thickness
indicators may be used, such as, but not limited to, color-
coded maps, contour maps or text boxes that provide a
thickness value.
[0102] FIGS. 7A and 7B illustrate another GUI 110 that
may be presented by modeling software 30 of client com-
puting device 12 (FIG. 2). In FIGS. 7A-B, a thickness of
each custom base 92, 102 is shown via gray-scale shad-
ing, with darker portions of the shading representing a
greater thickness than the lighter portions. Again, in other
embodiments, other thickness indicators may be used,
such as, but not limited to, color-coded maps, contour
maps or text boxes that provide a thickness value.
[0103] Just as with GUI 100 of FIGS. 6A-6C, GUI 110
allows practitioner 14 to choose from any of several views
of a patient’s dental arch 86 via pull-down menus 106
and/or selection buttons 108. In the embodiment of GUI
110 illustrated in FIGS. 7A and 7B, GUI 110 simultane-
ously displays three views. In particular, display area 112
depicts a full dental arch 86, display area 112 depicts an
enlarged view of a portion of dental arch 86 from a labial
perspective, and display area 114 depicts a view of the
portion of dental arch 86 shown in display area 112, but
from an occlusal perspective. In other embodiments, GUI
110 may display any suitable number of views of dental

arch 86.
[0104] Display area 112 indicates that tooth 88B of
dental arch 86 and the respective bracket 90B are se-
lected for viewing in display areas 114, 116. For example,
GUI 110 may indicate which tooth 88 and/or bracket 90
is selected by visually distinguishing the selected tooth
88 and/or bracket 90, such as by displaying the selected
tooth 88 and/or bracket 90 in another color. In the em-
bodiment shown in FIG. 7A, practitioner 14 may select
tooth 88B and/or bracket 90B by directly selecting the
digital representation of tooth 88B and/or bracket 90B
with a mouse, another peripheral pointing device or by
indirectly selecting tooth 88B and/or bracket 90B via
menu 104 or pull-down menu 106. Also visible in display
area 112 are custom bases 92, 102, which are color-
coded to visually indicate the variation in thickness that
results from the particular positioning of respective brack-
ets 90 relative to the respective teeth 88.
[0105] Display area 114 illustrates a buccal view of se-
lected tooth 88B and bracket 90B, as well as a portion
of adjacent teeth 88 and brackets 90. The custom base
for bracket 90B is not visible from the labial view shown
in display area 114. However, display area 116, which
illustrates an occlusal view of tooth 88B, illustrates cus-
tom base 102A in addition to the selected tooth 88B and
bracket 90B. GUI 110 provides practitioner 14 with an
interface for viewing individual teeth 88 of dental arch 86
as well as a custom base 92, 102 that results from a
position of a bracket 90 relative to a respective tooth 88.
[0106] Practitioner 14 may also select a view, such as
by a drop down menu 106, in which brackets 90 are dis-
played as substantially transparent objects or not dis-
played at all in order to provide practitioner 14 with an
interface in which custom bases 102 are more visible.
FIG. 7B illustrates GUI 110 in which brackets 90 are dis-
played as substantially transparent objects. Practitioner
14 may switch between the views shown in FIGS. 7A and
7B. The view shown in FIG. 7A may be useful for visu-
alizing bracket 90B on tooth 88B, and the view shown in
FIG. 7B without brackets 90 may be useful for visualizing
the thickness distribution of custom bases 102.
[0107] A bracket adjustment mode of modeling soft-
ware is shown in GUI 110 of FIGS. 7A and 7B. In the
bracket adjustment mode, practitioner 14 may select a
particular bracket and adjust the position of the bracket,
e.g., by adjusting the translation or rotation of the bracket,
by refitting the bracket on the tooth or by replacing the
bracket with another bracket. Practitioner 14 may adjust
a height of one of brackets 90 by selecting the bracket
(e.g., using menu 104 or by selecting the digital repre-
sentation of the desired bracket within one of windows
112, 114 or 116) and dragging the selected bracket in
the gingival or occlusal directions, or adjust a mesial-
distal position of one of brackets 90 by selecting the
bracket and dragging the selected bracket in the mesial
direction or distal direction. Practitioner 14 may also ma-
nipulate the selected bracket within the 3D environment
to induce the desired rotational position relative to a tooth
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88 with a peripheral pointing device. Alternatively, prac-
titioner 14 may use buttons 118A,B to incrementally
move the selected bracket in a gingival or occlusal direc-
tion, respectively, buttons 120A, B to incrementally move
the selected bracket in the mesial or distal directions,
and/or buttons 122A, B to incrementally adjust the rota-
tional position of the selected bracket. Each click of button
118A-B, 120A-B, and 122A-B is typically associated with
a discrete movement of the selected bracket.
[0108] With each of GUIs 80 (FIG. 5), 100 (FIGS. 6A-
6C), and 110 (FIG. 7), orthodontic appliance control mod-
ule 34 and custom base calculation module 36 (FIG. 2)
enable practitioner 14 to interactively develop a treatment
plan and corresponding orthodontic prescription that will
result in a desired final occlusion using the virtual 3D
model of the patient’s dentition presented on the respec-
tive GUI. Each GUI 80, 100, 110 may present the crowns
and/or the roots or gingiva of the teeth to the practitioner
14 for visualization and interactive movement of teeth 88
and/or brackets 90 in order to develop the treatment plan.
For example, practitioner 14 may view custom bases 102
in either the GUI 110 shown in FIG. 7A or 7B in order to
determine whether the position of bracket 90B currently
displayed (whether or not bracket 90B itself is displayed)
is suitable for tooth 88B.
[0109] If practitioner 14 determines that the custom
base 102A distribution is unacceptable, e.g., a thickness
of custom base 102A at one or more portions, such as
at a mesial portion, exceeds a threshold, practitioner 14
may manually reposition bracket 90B or implement a re-
positioning algorithm that automatically repositions
bracket 90B. Practitioner 14 may manually reposition
bracket 90B using adjustment buttons 112A-B, 114A-B,
and 116A-B. Buttons 112A-B move bracket 90B in an
occlusal-gingival direction, while buttons 114A-B move
bracket 90B in a mesial-distal direction and buttons
116A-B adjust the rotational orientation of bracket 90B.
Alternatively, practitioner 14 may reposition bracket 90B
by clicking on bracket 90B with a mouse or another pe-
ripheral pointing device and dragging bracket 90B to the
desired position, which may include the rotational orien-
tation.
[0110] Rather than repositioning bracket 90B relative
to tooth 88B in order to achieve a better fit between brack-
et 90B, e.g., to achieve a more uniform custom base 102A
distribution, practitioner 14 may select another bracket
to apply on tooth 88B within the 3D environment via drop
down menus 106. After orthodontic appliance control
module 34 (FIG. 2) places the new bracket within the 3D
environment relative to tooth 88B, custom base calcula-
tion module 36 and rendering engine 38 may render a
custom base and a custom base thickness map for the
new bracket. Practitioner 14 may subsequently deter-
mine whether the new bracket provides a better fit for
tooth 88B based on the resulting custom base. Practi-
tioner 14 may also interact with GUI 110 to view the fit
of the other brackets 90 relative to the respective teeth
88 and reposition other brackets 90 if necessary or de-

sired.
[0111] In one or more exemplary embodiments, vari-
ous functions described in this disclosure may be imple-
mented in hardware, software, and/or firmware, or any
combination thereof. If implemented in hardware, the
functions may be implemented in a processor. A proces-
sor may include one or more microprocessors, microcon-
trollers, digital signal processors (DSPs), application
specific integrated circuits (ASICs), field programmable
gate arrays (FPGAs), or the like. Such components may
reside within a computing system or other systems.
[0112] If implemented in software, the functions may
be stored as one or more instructions or code on a com-
puter-readable medium. Computer-readable media in-
cludes computer storage media. A storage medium may
be any available media that can be accessed by a com-
puter. By way of example, and not limitation, such com-
puter-readable media can comprise random-access
memory (RAM), read-only memory (ROM), electrically-
erasable programmable read-only memory (EEPROM),
compact disc read-only memory (CD-ROM) or other op-
tical disk storage, magnetic disk storage or other mag-
netic storage devices, or any other medium that can be
used to store desired program code in the form of instruc-
tions or data structures and that can be accessed by a
computer. Storage media may comprise computer pro-
gram products. Disk and disc, as used herein, includes
compact disc (CD), laser disc, optical disc, DVD optical
discs, floppy disk and blu-ray disc where disks usually
reproduce data magnetically, while discs reproduce data
optically with lasers. Combinations of the above should
also be included within the scope of computer-readable
media.
[0113] A digital representation of a coupling matrix is
useful for applications other than determining whether
the displayed bracket provides a satisfactory fit for a pa-
tient. For example, in other embodiments, modeling soft-
ware 30 of computing device 12, which renders a digital
representation of a coupling matrix for a particular ortho-
dontic appliance and tooth, may also be useful for forming
the actual coupling matrix. As one example, in embodi-
ments in which the coupling matrix is defined by a mate-
rial that is integral with the orthodontic appliance, the dig-
ital data from modeling software 30 that defines the shape
and size of the coupling matrix may be used to control
the machining of the appliance to define the coupling
matrix. For example, modeling software 30 may provide
information relating to the configuration (e.g., shape and
size) of the digital representation of the coupling matrix
to a device that forms a graphite electrode for use with
an electrical discharge machining (EDM) process. The
face of the electrode defines the surface of the coupling
matrix that mates with the surface of the patient’s tooth.
[0114] As another example, in embodiments in which
the coupling matrix is defined by an adhesive or another
dispensable coupling matrix material, the digital repre-
sentation of the coupling matrix may be used to guide an
apparatus that automatically dispenses the adhesive. In
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this way, the digital representation of the coupling matrix
may be used to form the actual coupling matrix. Auto-
matically dispensing the adhesive based on the volume
and thickness distribution of the digital representation of
the coupling matrix provided by modeling software 30
may help reduce or eliminate flash, and reduce or elim-
inate the practitioner’s time spent in removing the flash.
As previously described, flash generally refers to excess
coupling matrix material that, for example, flashes out
from the perimeter of the orthodontic appliance when the
appliance is applied to the tooth by the practitioner, a
calibrated bracket placement robot, or using a 3D printed
model incorporating bracket placement guides. Flash re-
moval may be a time consuming process because of the
manual dexterity, skill, and patience required. In addition,
the automatic dispensing of the coupling matrix material
may help limit the amount of coupling matrix material that
is wasted.
[0115] The digital representation of the coupling matrix
may also be used to fabricate the coupling matrix in the
desired configuration, e.g., using various Solid Freeform
Fabrication (SFF) techniques, such as 3D printing. Com-
puting device 12 may control the fabrication (or forma-
tion) of the coupling matrix based on the size and geom-
etry of the digital representation of the coupling matrix,
or computing device 12 may provide the size and geom-
etry information to another device that controls the fab-
rication apparatus.
[0116] The fabricated coupling matrices may then be
applied to the appliance, the respective one or more
teeth, or both using a low-viscosity primer (such as Trans-
bond XT Primer available from 3M Unitek of Monrovia,
California). In some embodiments, the fabricated cou-
pling matrices may incorporate special appendages or
registration features to facilitate proper alignment with
features on the appliances or guides that are incorporat-
ed into the 3D physical model of the patient’s teeth, to
help ensure a proper fit between the tooth and the cou-
pling matrix, the appliance and the coupling matrix, or
both. U.S. Patent Application Serial No. 11/689,869, en-
titled, "METHODS AND ASSEMBLIES FOR MAKING
AN ORTHODONTIC BONDING TRAY USING RAPID
PROTOTYPING," which was previously incorporated by
reference, describes an example of suitable guides that
may be incorporated into a 3D model of the patient’s
teeth.
[0117] In other embodiments, a coupling matrix may
be fabricated along with the 3D physical model of the
patient’s teeth in an indirect bonding technique. For ex-
ample, a first material that is soluble in a first solvent may
be used as a general support material for the 3D model
of the patient’s teeth (e.g., for supporting undercuts in
geometry), and a second material that is soluble in a sec-
ond solvent, but not the first, may be used in the interface
between the coupling matrix and the physical model of
the patient’s teeth. After an orthodontic appliance is
bonded to the coupling matrix with a primer, and the ap-
pliance is fixed in its desired position by an indirect bond-

ing tray formed over the appliances and physical model,
the second solvent may be used to dissolve the second
material, thereby releasing the coupling matrix from the
model. Other techniques, including mechanical interven-
tion, may also be used to release the coupling matrix
from the physical model of the patient’s teeth.
[0118] Various embodiments of the invention have
been described. These and other embodiments are with-
in the scope of the following claims.

Claims

1. A computer-implemented method comprising:

rendering a digital representation at least a por-
tion of a tooth within a three-dimensional (3D)
environment;
determining a position of a digital representation
of at least a portion of an orthodontic appliance
relative to the digital representation of the tooth
within the 3D environment;
determining a thickness of at least a portion of
a coupling matrix;
rendering a digital representation of the coupling
matrix within the 3D environment based on the
position of the orthodontic appliance; and
determining a volume of the coupling matrix
comprising:

subdividing the digital representation of the
coupling matrix into a plurality of substan-
tially equal-sized columns; and

determining a volume of each of the plurality of
columns based on a thickness of each of the
columns.

2. The method of claim 1, further comprising determin-
ing a configuration of a space between the position
of the digital representation of the orthodontic appli-
ance and a surface of the tooth, wherein rendering
the digital representation of the coupling matrix com-
prises rendering a 3D object within the 3D environ-
ment that substantially corresponds to the configu-
ration of the space.

3. The method of claim 1, further comprising rendering
at least a portion of the digital representation of the
orthodontic appliance at the position within the 3D
environment, wherein the digital representation of
the coupling matrix is positioned between the digital
representation of the orthodontic appliance and the
digital representation of the tooth.

4. The method of claim 1, wherein rendering at least
the portion of the digital representation of the ortho-
dontic appliance comprises rendering at least the
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portion of the digital representation of the orthodontic
appliance via a triangulation algorithm, wherein the
digital representation of at least the portion of the
orthodontic appliance comprises a plurality of trian-
gles, and wherein rendering the digital representa-
tion of the coupling matrix within the 3D environment
comprises:

projecting a first ray from a first vertex of a first
triangle of the plurality of triangles toward the
digital representation of the tooth; and
projecting a second ray from a second vertex of
a second triangle of the plurality of triangles to-
ward the digital representation of the tooth.

5. The method of claim 1, wherein determining the po-
sition of the digital representation of the orthodontic
appliance within the 3D environment comprises re-
ceiving user input indicating the position.

6. The method of claim 1, wherein determining the po-
sition of the digital representation of the orthodontic
appliance within the 3D environment comprises im-
plementing a bracket fitting algorithm.

7. The method of claim 1, wherein the position of the
digital representation of the orthodontic appliance
comprises a first position and the coupling matrix
comprises a first coupling matrix, the method further
comprising receiving user input indicating a second
position of the digital representation of the orthodon-
tic appliance within the 3D environment and render-
ing the digital representation of a second coupling
matrix based on the second position.

8. The method of claim 1, wherein rendering the cou-
pling matrix includes rendering at least one element
within the 3D environment to visually represent the
thickness of at least the portion of the coupling ma-
trix.

9. The method of claim 1, wherein rendering the cou-
pling matrix includes rendering a color-coded thick-
ness map based on the determined thickness,
wherein the color-coding includes at least two differ-
ent colors representing respective thickness ranges.

10. The method of claim 9, wherein the thickness ranges
indicate a deviation from a baseline thickness.

11. The method of claim 1, further comprising:

assigning each of the plurality of columns a color
based on a length of the respective column,
wherein the length is measured along a substan-
tially similar direction as the thickness of the cou-
pling matrix; and
displaying the columns in the assigned color.

12. A system comprising:

a computing device; and
modeling software executing on the computing
device, wherein the modeling software compris-
es:

a rendering engine that renders a digital rep-
resentation of at least a portion of a tooth
and at least a portion of a coupling matrix
within a three-dimensional (3D) environ-
ment;
an orthodontic appliance control module to
automatically calculate a position of an or-
thodontic appliance relative to the digital
representation of the tooth within the 3D en-
vironment; and
a coupling matrix calculation module to de-
termine a thickness of at least a portion of
the coupling matrix based on the orthodon-
tic appliance position,
wherein the coupling matrix calculation
module determines a volume of at least a
portion of the coupling matrix, subdivides
the digital representation of the coupling
matrix into a plurality of substantially equal-
sized columns, and determines a volume of
each of the plurality of columns based on a
thickness of each of the columns.

13. The system of claim 12, wherein the coupling matrix
calculation module renders the coupling matrix to
include a thickness map that distinguishes between
at least a first thickness and a second thickness of
the coupling matrix.

14. The system of claim 13, wherein the thickness map
is color-coded to differentiate between at least two
different thickness ranges.

15. The system of claim 13, wherein the thickness map
is color-coded to indicate a deviation from a baseline
thickness.
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