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1
METHOD AND APPARATUS FOR
AUTOMATICALLY DETERMINING THE
LOCATION OF INDIVIDUAL TEETH
WITHIN ELECTRONIC MODEL IMAGES

This application claims priority from provisional appli-
cation Ser. No. 60/351,271, filed Jan. 22, 2002, and which is
incorporate herein by reference.

TECHNICAL FIELD

The invention relates generally to a distributed computing
system for the creation and distribution of electronic models
of objects and more particularly to a system, method and
article of manufacture for automatic determination of the
location of individual teeth within an electronic model
image of a patient’s mouth to allow the manipulation of the
electronic model images by end users.

BACKGROUND

Computational resources available for use by various end
users of computing systems has increased significantly. This
increase in capability of systems has created the ability for
many more end users to utilize computer based image
systems to replace processes that utilize paper and physical
model processes. In the past, computer aided design, draft-
ing, and manufacture (CAD/CAM) tools represented an area
of applications in which computer based image systems
have migrated from paper and model based processes to
electronic systems.

These CAD/CAM system typically consist of design and
drafting tools that allow technical designers to build systems
that were previously designed on paper using draftsmen.
Over time, the computing system and their respective tools
have allowed increasing interactive manipulation of com-
ponents during the design process. This advance in design of
items that are then manufactured has occurred using these
computer aided systems.

These CAD/CAM systems, however, typically start their
processes with a set of pre-defined libraries of components
that may be used by the user of the computing system. For
example, electronic schematics possess a library of compo-
nents that are used to specify a circuit and its layout. The
creation of these libraries, as well as the amount of compu-
tational resources needed to perform the operations related
to these systems, has prevented the widespread use of these
systems in other areas of technology.

With the advances recently made computational systems,
these computer based image systems may be used to permit
end users to replace paper and physical models with elec-
tronic images. Two areas of technology present additional
obstacles to the more wide-spread use of these systems.
First, a mechanism to capture image representations of
physical objects accurately and with sufficient resolution is
needed in a form that is both inexpensive to operate while
providing rapid turn-around for users. Second, a mechanism
to easily separate the electronic model into its separate
components. This problem is especially acute when impres-
sions of human teeth are to be scanned to allow electronic
images of the models of a patient’s teeth to be represented
and manipulated as individual teeth. Neither of these latter
obstacles have been overcome in existing imaging systems.
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2
SUMMARY

The present invention relates to a method, apparatus, and
article of manufacture for providing.

A system in accordance with the principles of the present
invention includes a computing system.

Other embodiments of a system in accordance with the
principles of the invention may include alternative or
optional additional aspects. One such aspect of the present
invention is a method and computer data product encoding
instructions for automatically determining the location of
individual teeth within an electronic model image of a
patient’s mouth to allow the manipulation of the electronic
model images by end users. The method determines possible
horizontal cut lines within a horizontal plane cut through the
electronic model image corresponding to possible separation
lines between teeth, determines possible vertical cut lines
within a vertical plane cut through the electronic model
image corresponding to possible separation lines between
teeth, and automatically determines the locations of indi-
vidual teeth using the possible horizontal cut lines and the
possible vertical cut lines.

These and various other advantages and features of nov-
elty which characterize the invention are pointed out with
particularity in the claims annexed hereto and form a part
hereof. However, for a better understanding of the invention,
its advantages, and the objects obtained by its use, reference
should be made to the drawings which form a further part
hereof, and to accompanying descriptive matter, in which
there are illustrated and described specific examples of an
apparatus in accordance with the invention.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG. 1a illustrates an electronic model image of a
patient’s mouth in which individual teeth have been identi-
fied and moved locations in support of a plan of treatment
according to one embodiment of the present invention.

FIG. 15 illustrates an electronic model image of a
patient’s mouth useful for implementing an embodiment of
the present invention.

FIG. 2 illustrates an exemplary computing system useful
for implementing an embodiment of the present invention.

FIG. 3a-b illustrate horizontal processing elements deter-
mined from the electronic model image to identify locations
of individual teeth according to an embodiment of the
present invention.

FIG. 4a-b illustrate vertical processing elements deter-
mined from the electronic model image to identify locations
of individual teeth according to an embodiment of the
present invention.

FIG. 5 illustrates a distributed computing system for the
creation and distribution of electronic models of objects
according to one embodiment of the present invention.

FIG. 6 illustrates a block diagram for an tooth location
determination processing system according to an embodi-
ment of the present invention.

FIG. 7 illustrates an operational flow for determining the
locations of teeth within an electronic model image accord-
ing to yet another example embodiment of the present
invention.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

The present invention relates to a code generation
method, apparatus, and article of manufacture for providing
a distributed computing system for the creation and distri-
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bution of electronic models of objects including a system,
method and article of manufacture for automatic determi-
nation of the location of individual teeth within an electronic
model image of a patient’s mouth to allow the manipulation
of the electronic model images by end users.

FIG. 1a illustrates an electronic model image of a
patient’s mouth in which individual teeth have been identi-
fied and moved locations in Support of a plan of treatment
according to one embodiment of the present invention. An
electronic model of a patent’s upper teeth are shown 101 in
which individual teeth 111-113 have been electronically
moved to allow a dental practitioner to visualize the treat-
ment plan. In order for this process to occur, two events must
occur. First, an electronic model for the teeth must be
generated. This occurs when a physical mold or impression
of the mouth is generated. This impression is then electroni-
cally scanned to generate the model. The process for gen-
erating an electronic model for the teeth is described in
commonly assigned U.S. patent application entitled
“METHOD AND APPARATUS FOR ELECTRONIC
DELIVERY OF DENTAL IMAGES”, Ser. No. 09/846037
filed April 2001 which is incorporated by reference.

Once the electronic model has been generated for the
impression, the locations of the individual teeth need to be
determined. This location identification may occur using
manually specified locations entered into a computing sys-
tem by a user. Alternatively, these locations may be auto-
matically determined using information contained within the
electronic model. Once the locations of the teeth are known,
the electronic model may be cut into a set of individual teeth
images 111-113 that may be manipulated on a computer
display device.

FIG. 14 illustrates an electronic model image of a
patient’s mouth useful for implementing an embodiment of
the present invention. The electronic model image for a
patient’s mouth is typically constructed using two model
components, an upper teeth section 104 and a lower teeth
section 103. Both of these teeth sections themselves include
teeth model elements, gum model elements, and a model
base element. The model base element is added to the model
when it is generated to aid in the spatial registration of the
upper teeth section 104 and the lower teeth 103 section
relative to each other as the teeth appear in the patient’s
mouth. When the location of individual teeth are determined
only one of the two teeth sections are processed at any given
time.

With reference to FIG. 2, an exemplary system for imple-
menting the invention includes a general-purpose computing
device in the form of a conventional personal computer 200,
including a processor unit 202, a system memory, 204 and
a system bus 206 that couples various system components
including the system memory 204 to the processor unit 202.
The system bus 206 may be any of several types of bus
structures including a memory bus or memory controller, a
peripheral bus and a local bus using any of a variety of bus
architectures. The system memory includes read only
memory (ROM) 208 and random access memory (RAM)
210. A basic input/output system 209 (BIOS), which con-
tains basic routines that help transfer information between
elements within the personal computer 200, is stored in
ROM 208.

The personal computer 200 further includes a hard disk
drive 212 for reading from and writing to a hard disk, a
magnetic disk drive 214 for reading from or writing to a
removable magnetic disk, and an optical disk drive 218 for
reading from or writing to a removable optical disk such as
a CD ROM, DVD, or other optical media. The hard disk
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drive 212, magnetic disk drive 214, and optical disk drive
218 are connected to the system bus 206 by a hard disk drive
interface 220, a magnetic disk drive interface 222, and an
optical drive interface 224, respectively. The drives and their
associated computer-readable media provide nonvolatile
storage of computer readable instructions, data structures,
programs, and other data for the personal computer 200. The
computer 200 can also include removable storage 216.

Although the exemplary environment described herein
employs a hard disk, a removable magnetic disk, and a
removable optical disk, other types of computer-readable
media capable of storing data can be used in the exemplary
system. Examples of these other types of computer-readable
mediums that can be used in the exemplary operating
environment include magnetic cassettes, flash memory
cards, digital video disks, Bernoulli cartridges, random
access memories (RAMs), and read only memories (ROMs).

A number of program modules may be stored on the hard
disk, magnetic disk, optical disk, ROM 208 or RAM 210,
including an operating system 226, one or more application
programs 228, other program modules 230, and program
data 232. A user may enter commands and information into
the personal computer 200 through input devices such as a
keyboard 234 and mouse 236 or other pointing device.
Examples of other input devices may include a microphone,
joystick, game pad, satellite dish, and scanner. These and
other input devices are often connected to the processing
unit 202 through a serial port interface 240 that is coupled
to the system bus 206. Nevertheless, these input devices also
may be connected by other interfaces, such as a parallel port,
game port, or a universal serial bus (USB). A monitor 242 or
other type of display device is also connected to the system
bus 206 via an interface, such as a video adapter 244. In
addition to the monitor 242, personal computers typically
include other peripheral output devices (not shown), such as
speakers and printers.

The personal computer 200 may operate in a networked
environment using logical connections to one or more
remote computers, such as a remote computer 246. The
remote computer 246 may be another personal computer, a
server, a router, a network PC, a peer device or other
common network node, and typically includes many or all of
the elements described above relative to the personal com-
puter 200. The network connections include a local area
network (LAN) 248 and a wide area network (WAN) 250.
Such networking environments are commonplace in offices,
enterprise-wide computer networks, intranets, and the Inter-
net.

When used in a LAN networking environment, the per-
sonal computer 200 is connected to the local network 248
through a network interface or adapter 252. When used in a
WAN networking environment, the personal computer 200
typically includes a modem 254 or other means for estab-
lishing communications over the wide area network 250,
such as the Internet. The modem 254, which may be internal
or external, is connected to the system bus 206 via the serial
port interface 240. In a networked environment, program
modules depicted relative to the personal computer 200, or
portions thereof, may be stored in the remote memory
storage device. It will be appreciated that the network
connections shown are exemplary, and other means of
establishing a communications link between the computers
may be used.

Additionally, the embodiments described herein are
implemented as logical operations performed by a computer.
The logical operations of these various embodiments of the
present invention are implemented (1) as a sequence of
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computer implemented steps or program modules running
on a computing system and/or (2as interconnected machine
modules or hardware logic within the computing system.
The implementation is a matter of choice dependent on the
performance requirements of the computing system imple-
menting the invention. Accordingly, the logical operations
making up the embodiments of the invention described
herein can be variously referred to as operations, steps, or
modules.

FIG. 3a-b illustrate horizontal precessing elements deter-
mined from the electronic model image to identify locations
of individual teeth according to an embodiment of the
present invention. In order to identify the locations of
individual teeth, horizontal processing of the electronic
model image may occur. First, a horizontal plane is deter-
mined through the middle of the electronic model image.
This horizontal plane is at a location between the highest
most point of the image, which would represent a point on
a crown of a tooth, and the model base element which has
been added to the impression of the teeth. The resultant 2D
image of the electronic model is shown in FIG. 3a. The
model of the teeth 301 generally follow an elliptical curve
that rotates about a center point. The model is typically
bound at either end 311,314 at points corresponding to the
edge of the back two teeth, 311, 314. The separation of teeth
in the middle of the model are specified using cut lines 312
and 313 located on either side of a tooth 315. The separation
of these two cut lines 312 313 is known to be a distance
greater than a minimum horizontal separation distance.

This minimum horizontal separation distance may be a
fixed minimum number for all patients as all teeth are
expected to be greater than some minimum size. This
minimum horizontal separation distance may also be a
specified minimum size based upon the known size of the
patient’s mouth. This variation will account for scaling of
minimum tooth sizes based upon the general idea that
individual patient’s with larger mouths will generally pos-
sess larger teeth. Additionally, the minimum horizontal
separation distance may also be determined by using knowl-
edge of the type of teeth known to exist in various portions
of the mouth. For example, teeth that are expected to be
located between back edge 311 and cut line 312 would
typically be molars. Teeth expected in the center of the
model would typically be incisors. These types of teeth are
known to possess different sizes and shapes; as such, these
known differences may be used to vary the minimum
horizontal separation distance when determining cut lines
between teeth.

FIG. 35 illustrates a small segment of the horizontal plane
cut through the electronic model image. In this subset image,
the model consists of an inner image surface 321 and an
outer image surface 313. An individual tooth 323 may be
identified using a left cut line 331 and a right line 341. The
left cut line 331 may be specified by locating two end points
332 and 333 in which the distance between the inner image
surface 321 and the outer image surface 322 are locally
minimum distances. In some cases, a horizontal plane may
be cut at a location in which a individual tooth is not near or
touching another tooth. When this occurs these local mini-
mum distances will be zero. When teeth are close or touch-
ing each other, the cut lines are needed to segment the teeth
into separate elements in the electronic model image.

The process of looking for these locally minimum dis-
tances may be performed at several horizontal height loca-
tions between the model base element and the tooth peaks.
By finding cut lines at various horizontal locations, separa-
tion planes between the teeth may be specified. These
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various cuts should be made a locations that are centered
upon the known spacing between the model base element
and the peak of the teeth. If the horizontal cut is made close
to the model base element, many teeth may be located so
close together that accurate separation of the teeth may not
be possible. If the horizontal cut is made too close to the
peak of the teeth, features of the crowns of the teeth may be
mistaken for separation between the teeth.

FIGS. 4a-b illustrate vertical processing elements deter-
mined from the electronic model image to identify locations
of individual teeth according to an embodiment of the
present invention. Similar to the horizontal processing,
vertical analysis of the model data may that is viewed along
a vertical cut made through an elliptical arc through the
module may also permit the automatic determination of
teeth separation cut lines. FIG. 4a illustrates a sequence of
teeth having various relation ships to neighboring teeth.
Tooth 411, which is located on model base element 402, is
shown to be completely separate from its neighboring tooth
421. In such a situation, cut line 441 between tooth 411 and
tooth 421 may be easily determined by locating the local
minimum 452 (FIG. 4b) for a vertical location along an
upper surface of the model between tooth 411 and 421. This
situation is shown in more detail in FIG. 4b where cut line
453 is made at the local minimum 452 between tooth 451
and tooth 455. In this first situation, the local minimum 452
is easily recognized as a cut line as the local minimum is
located at the patient’s gums and as such is located close to
the model base element 402.

A similar situation may arise in determining cut line 443
between tooth 421 and tooth 422. In this situation, the two
teeth are closer together. As a result, the two teeth touch each
other at a point mid way between the teeth peaks and the
gum line. When this situation is compared to cut line 441,
the same results shown in FIG. 45 occur. The only difference
between these situations is that the location of the local
minimum 452 will be higher than the prior case but may still
be recognized if the local minimum is below threshold 454.

A third possible situation may arise as is illustrated by cut
line 445 located between tooth 431 and tooth 432. In this
situation, no discernible separation between the two teeth is
seen as they are completely overlapping each other. This
situation occurs when the local minimum 452 between two
teeth is located above a threshold 454 such that it cannot be
distinguished between local features of the teeth crowns
471-472. In this situation, the cut line 445 may be deter-
mined less accurately by determining a point estimated to be
between tooth 431 and 432.

If a system combines the cut lines determined using both
the horizontal element processing shown in FIG. 3 and the
vertical processing shown in FIG. 4, all of the cut lines
between teeth in an electronic model image may be deter-
mined. When the horizontal element processing and the
vertical element processing find cut lines that are identical,
the cut line is know to be correct with a high degree of
certainty. When a high level of confidence may be given to
a cut line from either horizontal or vertical processing but
not both, an accurate cut line may still be determined with
a degree of certainty. Only when both horizontal and vertical
processing cannot determine a location of a cut line with a
high level of confidence must additional information be
considered.

Once many of the locations of teeth are determined using
just the vertical and horizontal processing described above,
the locations of other teeth may be estimated using addi-
tional information. For example, if the number of teeth
known to be present is considered, the number of teeth not
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found using the above process may be determined. The
locations of the known teeth may suggest regions where no
known teeth were found. Using these additional pieces of
information may allow the remaining possible cut lines
found in the horizontal and vertical processing to be ranked
to locate the most likely location in a region where teeth
were not found to propose the most likely remaining cut line
locations.

FIG. 5 illustrates a distributed computing system for the
creation and distribution of electronic model images of
objects according to one embodiment of the present inven-
tion. End users operate a plurality of different computing
systems 110-113 to perform their respective computing
tasks. End users typically use one general purpose comput-
ing system for a variety of tasks. In order for use of imaging
systems to replace paper and model based systems, the
imaging system used by end users 110-113 consist of laptop
and desktop computing systems.

These computing systems typically possess a mechanism
to communicate with other computing systems over a com-
munications network 101. The Internet 101, as a publicly
available communications network, provides an available
communications path between virtually any two computing
systems after they first connect to the Internet. While other
communications mechanisms exist and may be used, the
Internet provides a well-known mechanism to communicate
data between two computing systems.

In an image-based electronic model image system, an end
user 110 communicates over a communications network 101
to a server 121 to retrieve electronic eModels from a
database 122. The end user 122 may be located anywhere a
connection to the communications network 101 exists to
retrieve the eModels from the database 122. This database
122 may be located within an eModel data server system 102
that is maintained by third-parties that provide maintenance,
data back-up, and similar data processing overhead func-
tions that are not an overriding concern for an end user. This
data back-up, for example, may consist of long-term
archiving of data to replace maintenance of physical models
that have in the past required a great deal of effort and
expense to complete.

The electronic model images themselves consist of a data
file stored on the server 121 in a database 122 that allows
quick and efficient access for users. These electronic model
images are generated in a separate electronic model image
generation system 103 that consists of one or more model
scanning units 131-134. These units 131-134 are connected
together using a local communications network 136 and a
communications path 135 to the Internet 101. As such,
electronic model images, once generated may be transferred
to the electronic model image Data server system 102 for
ultimate use by end users 110-113.

FIG. 6 illustrates a block diagram for an tooth location
determination processing system according to an embodi-
ment of the present invention. A computer implemented
system 601 used to process electronic model images
includes several processing modules including a feature
processing module 611, a model generation and acquisition
module 614, a module user display module 613 and a model
teeth manipulation module 612. The feature processing
module 611 itself includes a model base identification mod-
ule 621, a model vertical feature identification module 622,
a model horizontal feature identification module 623, and a
module teeth identification module 624. The model genera-
tion and acquisition module 614 is used to generate and
obtain electronic model images from remote storage for use
in processing within the system 601. The module user
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display module 613 outputs the electronic model images
onto a computer display device for viewing by a user of the
system 601. The model teeth manipulation module 612 is
used by an end user of the system to obtain measurements
relating to the electronic model as well as manipulate the
location of teeth when a proposed treatment plan for a
patient is considered as shown in FIG. 1a.

The model base identification module 621 is used to
identify the model base element from teeth and gum data
elements obtained from within the electronic model image.
The model vertical feature identification module 622 per-
forms the processing described above with reference to FIG.
4 in which vertical cut lines are identified. The model
horizontal feature identification module 623 performs the
processing described above with reference to FIG. 3 in
which horizontal cut lines are identified. The module teeth
identification module 624 performs the processing described
above with reference to FIG. 4 in which vertical and
horizontal cut lines are used to identify all of the teeth found
within the electronic model image.

FIG. 7 illustrates an operational flow for determining the
locations of teeth within an electronic model image accord-
ing to yet another example embodiment of the present
invention. The processing begins 701 and an electronic
model image is obtained for use in the processing in module
711. In this module, the upper teeth section or lower teeth
section are selected for separate processing. Once a appro-
priate teeth section is selected, module 712 identifies the
model base element for use in generating vertical and
horizontal cut lines.

Module 713 generates the horizontal and vertical cut lines
and identifies single teeth that are known to be identified
with a high degree of certainty. This high degree of certainty
is known when either of a particular vertical cut line or a
particular vertical cut line has been identified with a high
level of confidence. This level of confidence may relate to a
local minimum distance between horizontal cut lines being
less than a specified value. Similarly, this level of confidence
may relate to the local minimum used to define a vertical cut
line being below a specified threshold. When the cut lines on
both sides of a tooth are known to a high level of certainty,
the tooth may be confidently identified.

Once some of the teeth are identified, module 714 deter-
mines the number and spacing of the known teeth. This
spacing of the teeth may identify errors if teeth are found to
be overlapping in location or are found to be less than a
minimum size. This spacing may also be used to identify
regions of the electronic model image where teeth have yet
to be found.

These regions containing possible unidentified teeth are
then searched in module 715 to identify the know vertical
and horizontal structures that may represent addition cut
lines. Using these identified structures, the most likely
regions where the number of unidentified teeth may be
found. Test module 716 determines if additional teeth need
to be found. If not, module 719 outputs the specification of
all found teeth and the electronic model cut planes that may
be used to separate the module into a set of separate teeth
images before the processing ends 702.

If test module 716 determines that additional teeth need to
be identified, module 717 identifies possible tooth separation
planes in likely regions where teeth have not still been found
using the previously identified possible vertical and hori-
zontal cut lines. The possible separation planes are ranked to
find the most likely candidate in module 718. This candidate
is used to identify a tooth before the regions of unidentified
teeth are updated for use in further processing. Once a tooth
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is identified, the processing returns to test module 715 in an
attempt to find additional teeth. The processing within this
loop continues until all of the teeth are found.

FIG. 2 illustrates an example of a suitable operating
environment 121 in which the invention may be imple-
mented. The operating environment is only one example of
a suitable operating environment 121 and is not intended to
suggest any limitation as to the scope of use or functionality
of the invention. Other well known computing systems,
environments, and/or configurations that may be suitable for
use with the invention include, but are not limited to,
personal computers, server computers, held-held or laptop
devices, multiprocessor systems, microprocessor-based sys-
tems, programmable consumer electronics, network PCs,
minicomputers, mainframe computers, distributed comput-
ing environments that include any of the above systems or
devices, and the like.

The invention may also be described in the general
context of computer-executable instructions, such as pro-

gram modules, executed by one or more computers or other 20

devices. Generally, program modules include routines, pro-
grams, objects, components, data structures, etc. that per-
form particular tasks or implement particular abstract data
types. Typically the functionality of the program modules
may be combined or distributed in desired in various
embodiments.

A network server 121 typically includes at least some
form of computer readable media. Computer readable media
can be any available media that can be accessed by the
network server 110. By way of example, and not limitation,
computer readable media may comprise computer storage
media and communication media. Computer storage media
includes volatile and nonvolatile, removable and non-re-
movable media implemented in any method or technology
for storage of information such as computer readable
instructions, data structures, program modules or other data.
Computer storage media includes, but is not limited to,
RAM, ROM, EEPROM, flash memory or other memory
technology, BC-ROM, digital versatile disks (DVD) or other
optical storage, magnetic cassettes, magnetic tape, magnetic
disk storage or other magnetic storage devices, or any other
medium which can be used to store the desired information
and which can be accessed by the network server 110.

Communication media typically embodies computer
readable instructions, data structures, program modules or
other data in a modulated data signal such as a carrier wave
or other transport mechanism and includes any information
delivery media. The term “modulated data signal” means a
signal that has one or more of its characteristics set or
changed in such a manner as to encode information in the
signal. By way of example, and not limitation, communi-
cation media includes wired media such as a wired network
or direct-wired connection, and wireless media such as
acoustic, RF, infrared and other wireless media. Combina-
tions of any of the above should also be included within the
scope of computer readable media.

While the above embodiments of the present invention
describe a network based processing system providing pro-
cessing services to remote clients, one skilled in the art will
recognize that the various distributed computing architec-
tures may be used to implement the present invention as
recited within the attached claims. It is to be understood that
other embodiments may be utilized and operational changes
may be made without departing from the scope of the
present invention.

The foregoing description of the exemplary embodiments
of the invention has been presented for the purposes of
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illustration and description. They are not intended to be

exhaustive or to limit the invention to the precise forms

disclosed. Many modifications and variations are possible in

light of the above teaching. It is intended that the scope of
5 the invention be limited not with this detailed description,
but rather by the claims appended hereto. Thus the present
invention is presently embodied as a method, apparatus,
computer storage medium or propagated signal containing a
computer program for providing a method, apparatus, and
article of manufacture for providing a distributed computing
system for the creation and distribution of electronic models
of objects.

What is claimed is:

1. A computer implemented method of automatic deter-
mination of locations of individual teeth within an electronic
model image of teeth of a patient to enable manipulation of
the electronic model image by end users, the method com-
prising:

determining possible horizontal cut lines within a hori-

zontal plane cut through the electronic model image
corresponding to possible separation lines between the
teeth;

determining possible vertical cut lines within a vertical

plane cut through the electronic model image corre-
sponding to possible separation lines between the teeth;
and

automatically determining locations of individual teeth

using the possible horizontal cut lines and the possible
vertical cut lines.

2. The method according to claim 1 wherein the method
further comprises:

obtaining the electronic model image by scanning a

physical impression of the teeth of the patient;

determining a model base element corresponding to a

registration base that is part of the physical impression
of the teeth of the patient; and

cutting the electronic model image into a set of electronic

model teeth images configured to be further manipu-
lated by a user.

3. The method according to claim 2, wherein the hori-
zontal plane cut through the electronic model image is
located parallel to the model base element and is also located
between the model base element and the top of the teeth.

4. The method according to claim 3, wherein the possible
horizontal cut lines are located at locations where a mini-
mum horizontal local separation distance is found for elec-
tronic model image data when measured relative to the two
sides of the image data.

5. The method according to claim 4, wherein the mini-
mum horizontal local separation distance is found for elec-
tronic model image data when the horizontal local minimum
is below a specified separation distance.

6. The method according to claim 4, wherein the mini-
mum horizontal local separation distance is found for elec-
tronic model image data when the horizontal local minimum
is below a specified separation distance.

7. The method according to claim 2, wherein the vertical
plane cut through the electronic model image is located
perpendicular to the model base element and is also located
along a parabolic arc through the teeth.

8. The method according to claim 7, wherein the possible
vertical cut lines are located at locations where a vertical
local minimum is found for electronic model image data
when measured relative to the model base element.

9. The method according to claim 7, wherein the possible
vertical cut lines are located at locations where a vertical
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local minimum is found for electronic model image data
when measured relative to the model base element.

10. The method according to claim 8, wherein the vertical
local minimum is found for electronic model image data
when the vertical local minimum is below a specified
threshold.

11. The method according to claim 8, wherein the vertical
local minimum is found for electronic model image data
when the vertical local minimum is below a specified
threshold.

12. The method according to claim 2, wherein the method
further comprises identifying regions of electronic image
data where teeth have not been found;

identifying possible teeth separation cut lines within the

identified regions;

ranking the possible teeth separation cut lines; and

using the rankings of possible separation cut lines to

identify teeth.

13. The method according to claim 12, further comprising
continuing to search the regions of electronic image data
where teeth have not been found until the number of
identified teeth is greater than a specified number of teeth.

14. The method according to claim 12, further comprising
continuing to search the regions of electronic image data
where teeth have not been found until the number of
identified teeth is greater than a specified number of teeth.

15. The method according to claim 2, wherein the vertical
plane cut through the electronic model image is located
perpendicular to the model base element and is also located
along a parabolic arc through the teeth.

16. The method according to claim 2, wherein the method
further comprises identifying regions of electronic image
data where teeth have not been found;

identifying possible teeth separation cut lines within the

identified regions;

ranking the possible teeth separation cut lines; and

using the rankings of possible separation cut lines to

identify teeth.

17. A computer program data product embedded in a
computer readable medium for a computing system to
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implement a method of automatic determination of location
of'individual teeth within an electronic model image of teeth
of a patient to enable manipulation of the electronic model
image by end users, the method comprising:

determining possible horizontal cut lines within a hori-
zontal plane cut through the electronic model image
corresponding to possible separation lines between the
teeth;

determining possible vertical cut lines within a vertical
plane cut through the electronic model image corre-
sponding to possible separation lines between the teeth;
and

automatically determining locations of individual teeth
using the possible horizontal cut lines and the possible
vertical cut lines.

18. The computer program data product according to
claim 17, wherein the method further comprises:

obtaining the electronic model image by scanning a
physical impression of the teeth of the patient;

determining a model base element corresponding to a
registration base that is part of the physical impression
of the teeth of the patient; and

cutting the electronic model image into a set of electronic
model teeth images configured to be further manipu-
lated by a user.

19. The computer program data product according to
claim 18, wherein the horizontal plane cut through the
electronic model image is located parallel to the model base
element and is also located between the model base element
and the top of the teeth.

20. The computer program data product according to
claim 19, wherein the possible horizontal cut lines are
located at locations where a minimum horizontal local
separation distance is found for electronic model image data
when measured relative to the two sides of the image data.
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