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Photoacoustic Ultrasound for Enhanced 1 1
Contrast in Dental and Periodontal Imaging

Colman Moore and Jesse V. Jokerst

11.1 Introduction

Ultrasound is a long-standing tool in medical diagnosis. Its benefits include afford-
ability, high spatiotemporal resolution, sensitivity, and safety—it is ideally suited for
imaging soft tissue and bone surfaces simultaneously. Despite these advantages, it is
surprisingly uncommon in clinical dentistry. Nevertheless, a variety of reports have
been published on oral applications of ultrasound; for an overview of the field to
date, we recommend previously published reviews on this topic as well as the other
chapters in this textbook [1-8]. Briefly, the scope of ultrasound applications includes
visualization of dental and gingival anatomy, the detection of caries, dental fractures
and cracks, gingival thickness measurements, periapical lesions, maxillofacial
fractures, periodontal bony defects, muscle thickness, temporomandibular disorders,
and implant dentistry [9].

Ultrasound imaging systems use piezoelectric transducers to transmit high
frequency (1-50 MHz) pulses through target tissue and detect the reflected waves.
Because sound waves are mechanical vibrations, the speed of sound through a
particular medium depends on the acoustic impedance of the material. At interfaces
between tissue types with distinct acoustic impedances, a fraction of the ultrasonic
pulse is backscattered, while the other part is transmitted. The magnitude of the
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reflected pulse (echo) scales with the impedance mismatch at the boundary. There-
fore, the intensity of the returning echo and the time it takes to reach the transducer
are the two main components used to reconstruct images. However, one of the main
drawbacks of ultrasound is its limited contrast. The modality can resolve anatomical
features but cannot probe molecular components of disease (nucleic acids, proteins,
enzymes, etc.). Recent progress has been made in activatable ultrasound contrast
agents, but these still can only boost the grayscale intensity in a given region; they
cannot produce spectrally unique signal. Fortunately, photoacoustic ultrasound has
emerged as a fast-growing and promising technique for augmenting conventional
ultrasound with the spectral contrast of optical imaging.

Photoacoustic ultrasound harnesses the photoacoustic effect—a phenomenon
first observed by Alexander Graham Bell that occurs when the energy from light
is absorbed by a material and released as an acoustic vibration. For imaging,
a near-infrared (NIR) light source is used to pulse photons (1-100ns) onto an
absorbing target or tissue. NIR light is used because it can propagate through
tissue better than blue or green wavelengths. The tissue being irradiated by the
NIR absorbs the light and experiences brief (nanosecond) thermoelastic expansion.
This expansion generates broadband acoustic waves that can be detected with
conventional ultrasound transducers. Importantly, there is no bulk heating of the
tissue. This is because the incident laser pulse is shorter than the thermal and stress
relaxation times of the target; thus, the system becomes mechanically and thermally
confined and the fractional volume expansion of the target can be neglected
[10]. Therefore, the initial pressure rise (i.e. the generated photoacoustic wave) is
proportional to the optical fluence and absorption coefficient of the material. The
resulting photoacoustic wave propagates in three dimensions and is detected by
either a single element ultrasound transducer or an array of transducer elements.
From here, if the fluence is assumed to be locally homogenous, an image can be
reconstructed based primarily upon differences in the absorption coefficient of tissue
components effectively mapping the pressure wave distribution.

A variety of hardware configurations are commonly used in research
applications: These primarily include photoacoustic tomography, photoacoustic
microscopy, and photoacoustic endoscopy [11]. The body possesses a number of
endogenous absorbers but exogenous contrast agents can also be used. The main
sources of endogenous contrast are NIR-absorbing molecules such as oxygenated
and deoxygenated hemoglobin, melanin, lipids, and water [12]. These targets have
often been used to image hemodynamics [13], blood oxygen saturation [14, 15],
and cancers [16, 17]. However, a wide variety of exogenous contrast agents—often
small molecules or nanoparticles—have also been developed to boost contrast and
probe specific biomarkers or disease states [18]. From a materials perspective, the
current landscape of these agents primarily consists of organic small molecules
[19], inorganic nanomaterials [20,21], and organic nanoparticles [22,23].

The preclinical applications of photoacoustic imaging for oral health have been
growing in the past decade. Early work on this topic was focused on optical and
photoacoustic spectroscopic measurements of oral tissue. The induced temperature
distributions of photoacoustic excitation and the absorbing/scattering behavior of
incident light have also been characterized. Following this, investigations have pro-
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ceeded on dental pulp characterization as well as enamel/dentin imaging for early
detection of caries and cracks. Recently, the field has expanded into characterization
of the periodontium via non-invasive imaging of the periodontal pocket. Here, we
review the developments in oral photoacoustics to date and offer perspectives on
future progress in this burgeoning field.

11.2 Optical and Photoacoustic Characterization of Oral
Tissues

Early investigations into dental applications of photoacoustics largely focused on
the determination of optical and photoacoustic properties of oral tissue within
the optical window. In medical imaging, the optical window refers to a range of
wavelengths between 650-900 nm in which tissue absorbance and scattering are
reduced relative to other wavelengths [24]. Optical imaging techniques typically
operate in this range to maximize resolution, contrast, and penetration depths. The
optical properties of tissue that govern these parameters, primarily absorption and
scattering, vary across tissue types; therefore, the investigation of these properties
preceded imaging applications. Furthermore, they are relevant to both photoacoustic
imaging and optical coherence tomography—another modality has seen recent
growth in oral diagnostic research.

Initial work focused on understanding the absorption and scattering properties of
NIR light in healthy and carious/demineralized enamel [25-27]. For many years,
dental caries have been diagnosed with visual, tactile, and radiographic exams;
however, a significant level of variation exists across examiners. Healthy enamel
is primarily composed of hydroxyapatite (Cayo(P O4)6(OH)>) and is highly
transparent to NIR light (Fig. 11.1a). During demineralization and decay, individual
mineral crystals dissolve which causes micropores to form in carious lesions [28].
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Fig. 11.1 Optical properties of enamel. (a) Plot of the attenuation coefficient of dental enamel
versus the absorption profile of water in the NIR. (b) The attenuation coefficient has an exponential
relationship (r> = 0.74) to the extent of mineral loss in enamel caries lesions. Adapted with
permission from the Society of Photo-Optical Instrumentation Engineers [25]
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Fig. 11.2 Characterization of upper premolar health status through visual, radiographic, and
photoacoustic indicators. The top row of photographs shows occlusal views of (a) healthy tooth, (b)
incipient caries, (¢) advanced caries, and (d) advanced from a proximal view, revealing penetration
through the dentin. The lower radiographs show buccolingual views (second row) and proximal
views (third row) of the same teeth—they exhibit low contrast from the caries. Pulse-echo and
photoacoustic A-line signals are shown at 1064 nm and 532 nm for (e) healthy tooth, (f) incipient
caries, and (g) advanced caries. Adapted with permission from the Society of Photo-Optical
Instrumentation Engineers [34]

These pores strongly scatter visible and NIR light (Fig. 11.2b) [29]. Darling et
al. found that the porosity of these lesions increased the scattering coefficient
one to two orders of magnitude above healthy enamel. Indeed, the interactions of
NIR light with enamel are dominated by scattering rather than absorption making
absorption properties difficult to measure using optical methods [30]. Nevertheless,
because photoacoustic intensity is proportional to optical absorption, photoacoustic
ultrasound can measure relative absorption coefficients as well as true values if the
light fluence is known quantitatively [31].

One of the earliest studies of photoacoustics for dentistry used a pulsed Nd:YAG
(neodymium-doped yttrium aluminum garnet) laser to study the absorption and
ablation properties of 1064 nm light on dentin and enamel [30]. The authors found
that enamel absorbs poorly at 1064 nm so the photoacoustic signal is low. However,
it increases with caries due to the presence of melanin from pigmented anaerobic
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bacteria and their metabolites. In addition, the pulsed laser could be used for ablation
of caries lesions, which could be monitored due to the higher photoacoustic signal
from ablation (rapid expansion of vaporized organic material) compared to non-
pigmented tissue. The acoustic properties of teeth following laser irradiation have
also been studied to elucidate the acoustic differences between healthy and decayed
teeth. El-Sharkawy et al. used an interferometric detection scheme for measuring
surface acoustic waves, which propagate parallel to surfaces of irradiated teeth
[32, 33]. The system could differentiate healthy and decayed teeth by calculating
the longitudinal speed of sound, optical penetration depth, and Gruneisen coefficient
for each sample—this photoacoustic spectroscopy scheme suggests the potential of
automated caries diagnosis if used with pattern recognition algorithms. In 2006,
Kim et al. extended the concept of detecting early-stage caries using photoacoustics
[34]. They used a Nd: YAG laser (15-ns pulse width at 100 mJ, 10 Hz, 1064/532 nm)
and an unfocused single element transducer (12 MHz) to analyze extracted human
molars split into three groups (healthy, incipient caries, and advanced caries)
as determined visually and radiographically. Here, incipient caries only affected
the enamel, while advanced caries penetrated to the dentin. They found that the
photoacoustic signal at 1064 nm was significantly stronger from regions of teeth
with incipient caries than normal regions. This signal was further elevated for
teeth with advanced caries. There was elevated signal between regions of teeth
with incipient caries and normal teeth at 532 nm; importantly, the signal did not
increase for advanced caries. This work was an important proof-of-concept but full
photoacoustic imaging was not possible because the data acquisition was limited to
one-dimension, i.e., only spectroscopic data.

11.3 Dentin and Enamel Imaging for Caries and Crack
Detection

The photoacoustic technique was extended for imaging of dental caries in 2D and
3D in 2010 by Li et al. [35,36]. They used a Q-Switched Nd: YAG laser (8-ns pulse
width at 6 mJ, 2Hz, 1064 nm) with a needle hydrophone aligned with an optical
fiber for acoustic transduction. To acquire images, the probe was raster scanned
using step motors. They also performed temperature and pressure field simulations
in teeth to validate the safety of laser excitation. The 2D finite element modeling
results suggested that the maximum local temperature change would be below 1 °C
(where >5°C is required for pulpal necrosis). In addition, the modeled pressure
change in the dentin was <0.7 MPa, much less than its fatigue limit of 20 MPa. The
authors could image both an extracted healthy tooth and one with caries (Fig. 11.3).

Photoacoustic tomography has been further investigated for early detection of
dental lesions [37,38]. Cheng et al. used a similar imaging system (8-ns pulse width,
10Hz, 11 mJ/cm?, 532nm with 4.39 MHz ultrasound center frequency) to study
extracted teeth with white spot enamel caries and artificially induced cracks. They
used both typical B-mode photoacoustic tomography (contrast is proportional to the
relative optical absorption in tissue) and “S-mode” tomography (where contrast is
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Fig. 11.3 Photoacoustic tomography of healthy versus carious teeth. (a) Occlusal photograph of
a healthy extracted tooth. (b) Top-down (C-scan) photoacoustic image of the healthy tooth. (c)
B-scan photoacoustic cross-section of a healthy tooth taken at the red line shown in Panel a. (d)
Occlusal photograph of an extracted tooth with caries. (e) Top-down (C-scan) photoacoustic image
of the diseased tooth. (f) B-scan photoacoustic cross-section of the diseased tooth at the red line
shown in Panel d. Adapted with permission from the Institute of Physics [36]

determined by the spectral slope of the photoacoustic signal). This S-mode exploits
the spectral profile of the photoacoustic echo rather than just its time-domain
properties; it has shown potential for better differentiation of tissue types based on
physical properties (such as the Young’s modulus) than conventional photoacoustic
imaging [39]. These authors found that the conventional B-mode technique was
useful for imaging the structure of teeth including the enamel, dentin, and pulp.
However, their images could not distinguish early enamel lesions. This limitation
was primarily attributed to insufficient changes in optical absorption. Nevertheless,
S-mode imaging could correlate differences in photoacoustic spectral slope to dif-
ferences in stiffness between enamel and dentin as well as early enamel lesions. Rao
et al. improved the resolution and contrast of these techniques with photoacoustic
microscopy [40]. Photoacoustic microscopy is a form of photoacoustic imaging
that can drastically improve resolution by using lenses to focus the excitation light
analogous to traditional optical microscopy. There are two primary forms, and they
are classified by the property that limits resolution: optical-resolution photoacoustic
microscopy (OR-PAM) and acoustic-resolution photoacoustic microscopy (AR-
PAM). In OR-PAM, the optical excitation and acoustic detection (single element
ultrasound transducer) are co-focused to create dual foci that increase sensitivity.
OR-PAM can generally achieve 0.5-3.0 um resolutions with imaging depths of
1.2mm. In AR-PAM, a cone of light is used for dark-field excitation of tissue and
offers ~45 um resolutions with 5mm imaging depths. Both of these modalities
have been used to image extracted teeth. The authors found that the darkened
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Fig. 11.4 Photoacoustic microscopy of healthy and decayed teeth. (a) Schematic of the AR-
PAM hardware. (b) Occlusal photograph of a healthy extracted tooth and (c) a decaying extracted
tooth. (d) AR-PAM image of the healthy tooth and (e) the decaying tooth. These images show
significantly elevated optical absorption in the decayed tooth due to the pigmentation associated
with dental lesions. Adapted with permission from the Society of Photo-Optical Instrumentation
Engineers [40]

color characteristic of dental decay was correlated with increased photoacoustic
intensity. Furthermore, healthy vs. decayed teeth showed significantly different
intensities under AR-PAM (Fig. 11.4); of course, longitudinal tracking would be
required to reliably quantify the progression of dental decay. One challenge noted
by Periyasamy et al. is that photoacoustic signal from metal fillings can dominate
the signal generated by the tooth itself introducing undesirable background when
looking for dental lesions [41].
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Hughes et al. also utilized photoacoustic microscopy in an all-optical con-
figuration for early-stage detection of dental caries [42]. They showed that the
optically generated ultrasonic signal in one-dimension alone could differentiate
pre-caries lesions from healthy enamel; in addition, the sample could be scanned
to acquire depth-resolved images revealing the extent of the sub-surface lesion
(confirmed with histology). The authors noted that error in the measurement of
enamel lesion thickness was about 3%, which they attributed to variation in the
speed of sound caused by the lesions themselves. A larger error (30%) was present
when measurements were made closer to the enamel dentine junction possibly due
to the higher depth. Perhaps the largest limitation of photoacoustic microscopy is
that it is not suited for in vivo imaging. To this end, a handheld PAM probe was
recently reported, but it has not yet been demonstrated for dental applications [43].

11.4 Imaging Dental Pulp, Implants, and Periodontal Features

Accurate assessment of the pulp status is critical for the diagnosis of a number
of conditions such as reversible/irreversible pulpitis, acute/chronic abscess, and
necrosis. However, the objective measurement and characterization of pulp vitality
remain a significant challenge in dental practice. The clinical gold standard is to
perform sensitivity tests: these primarily refer to thermal testing (assessment of the
response to hot and cold stimuli) and electric pulp testing, which is used to assess
the status of pulpal nerve fibers. Unfortunately, these techniques are painful for the
patient and do not necessarily reflect the status of the vascular supply. An ideal
diagnostic tool would supply an objective, reproducible, non-painful, and accurate
method for quantifying the vascular supply of a tooth. Some optical techniques such
as pulse oximetry and laser Doppler flowmetry have been applied to probing pulpal
blood oxygen saturation; however, these are primarily limited by the high scattering
and absorption coefficients of the surrounding hard dental tissues. Yamada et
al. conducted an early feasibility study on photoacoustic imaging of dental pulp
in 2016 [44]. They investigated both 532nm and 1064 nm wavelengths (100 Hz
repetition rate, 1.2ns pulsewidth, 1 mJ pulse energy, 4.6 MHz central frequency)
for imaging extracted teeth. First, they imaged teeth split in half. In the first case,
the root canal was filled with water and in the second case it was filled with 3%
hemoglobin solution. At 532 nm, the water and the hemoglobin-filled samples could
not be distinguished, primarily due to the strong scattering by the enamel and
dentin. However, at 1064 nm, high frequency vibrations could be detected in the
photoacoustic waveform of the hemoglobin-filled tooth that were not present in the
water-filled tooth. Furthermore, the intensity of the high frequency signals had a
linear correlation to the hemoglobin concentration. Unfortunately, the differences
in frequency spectra between hemoglobin and water-filled whole teeth were much
less significant than in split teeth. Photoacoustic imaging for diagnosis of pulp
vitality is an attractive concept but is still largely unexplored. The intense reflection,
scattering, and absorption of dentin and enamel will pose the largest challenge
going forward. Another interesting application is in implant dentistry. Ultrasound
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has recently been growing as a promising tool for evaluating implant status across
multiple stages of treatment, and we recommend a recent review for a systematic
discussion of this topic [1]. One of its limitations, however, is the lack of molecular
contrast, which can be desirable for diagnosis and quantification of peri-implantitis.
Peri-implantitis is an umbrella term for “destructive inflammatory processes around
osseointegrated implants” that contribute to pocket deepening and crestal/alveolar
bone loss [45,46]. Lee et al. conducted initial work on this topic with photoacoustic
imaging using porcine jaws ex vivo [47,48]. They used a 532/1064 nm Q-switched
Nd:YAG laser with a tunable (680950 nm) OPO laser at 17.7 mJ/cm? for excitation
with both an AR-PAM system (5 MHz central frequency) and a commercial US
system (3—12 MHz central frequency) for detection. They then imaged a titanium
implant with abutment and fixture both under chicken breast of varying thickness
(10-20 mm) and after implantation at the site of the molar in an extracted porcine
jawbone (Fig. 11.5). The authors found that the structure of the jawbone and internal
position of the implant could be easily visualized with both systems. Of course, the
entire bone structure could not be resolved as in radiographic techniques because the
optical illumination and ultrasonic emission cannot penetrate through bone like X-
rays. Nevertheless, they could determine the angle and length of the position under
the jawbone in addition to the depth of the layer of soft tissue above it.

Finally, resolving the periodontal anatomy, especially the pocket depth, is of
significant interest to clinical practice. Periodontal disease is currently and has
historically been diagnosed by a combination of factors: pocket (probing) depth,
attachment loss, mobility, bone loss, and degree of inflammation. The periodontal
probe is often used for physically measuring the extent of apical epithelial attach-
ment relative to the gingival margin. However, it is a highly variable technique that
is time consuming and uncomfortable for patients; furthermore, the threads of dental
implants often impede the physical probe measurements [49]. A facile imaging
technique could potentially address these issues and improve the poor clinical rate of
pocket depth charting [50,51]. Optical coherence tomography is one option that has
recently been explored for imaging the gingiva and periodontal structures in high
resolution [52,53]. This technique can resolve tissue microstructures and capillary
vasculature with impressive detail, but unfortunately is limited to penetration depths
of 2 mm due to optical tissue scattering. Though photoacoustic ultrasound cannot
significantly improve the penetration depth through hard tissues, it can penetrate
through centimeters of soft tissue (e.g. gingiva) because even diffuse photons can
generate acoustic waves.

Our group has recently leveraged this ability for imaging the periodontal pocket
in both swine jaws ex vivo [54] and the human mouth in vivo [55]. This work used
a commercial, tomographic photoacoustic ultrasound system (16-40 MHz central
frequency, 680-970 nm, 5-ns pulse width at 20 Hz) along with a food-grade contrast
agent derived from cuttlefish ink. The spatial resolution of this system was roughly
300 um in the photoacoustic mode and 100 wm in the ultrasound-only mode. The
contrast agent contained melanin nanoparticles with broad absorption in the NIR
and was used to irrigate the gingival sulcus using a micropipette tip or oral gavage,
thereby enabling visualization of the pocket with photoacoustics. This contrast
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Fig. 11.5 Ex vivo imaging of a dental implant in a porcine jawbone using a clinical photo-
acoustic/ultrasound tomography system. (a) Photograph of the porcine jawbone with implant. (b)
Photoacoustic maximum amplitude projection of the titanium implant in the jawbone where (b1)
and (b2) correspond to cross-sections of the dashed region in (a). (¢) Photoacoustic maximum
amplitude projection of the implant at the same location, under 10 mm of chicken breast tissue.
(c1) and (c2) correspond to the dashed region in (c¢). Adapted with permission from The Optical
Society [48]

media was chosen for its broad NIR absorbance, food-grade biocompatibility, and
simple formulation. The technique was first conducted on 39 porcine teeth in
extracted swine jaws, both with natural and artificially deepened pockets, and was
validated with the conventional Williams probe (bias values <£0.25 mm, <11%
variance) (Fig. 11.6). Shallow (1.65 mm), intermediate (2.04 mm), deep (4.45 mm),
and artificially deep pockets (4.60 mm) were successfully measured. The ultrasound
mode was also leveraged to measure 45 gingival thicknesses and compared to
measurement with a needle. These measurements were only 0.07 mm larger than
invasive examination. This bias could potentially be accounted for by the pressure
generated by the needle during physical measurement. The contrast agent was also
easily removed following rinsing with water (applied via a 5-mL syringe without
needle) and normal tooth brushing.
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Fig. 11.6 Photoacoustic ultrasound images of swine molars using a food-grade contrast agent.
(a) A mandibular molar prior to the administration of contrast agent using 680-nm excitation.
Ultrasound signal is in grayscale while photoacoustic is in color; the blue signal is from
tartar/calculus on the enamel. The green line shows the gingival margin. (b) The same tooth
following irrigation of the pocket with contrast agent, shown in red. Differentiation between stain
and contrast agent is possible by using both 680 and 800 nm excitation, due to their different
absorption peaks. The red region reveals the pocket geometry and the probing depth for an arbitrary
plane is shown with a yellow bar. (¢) A sagittal plane from the 3D scan in (b) reveals the probing
depth for that particular plane. The occlusal tooth surface, gingival margin, probing depth, gingiva,
and bone are easily distinguished. Panel (d) shows the stability of labeling and the removal of the
label with a toothbrush. The contrast agent remained in the pocket for multiple water rinses but
was easily removed with brushing. (e) Representative sagittal images of a range of probing depths
including 1.65 mm, 2.04 mm, and 4.45 mm. (f) Representative gingival thickness measurements
taken 2.00 mm from the gingival margin with thicknesses of 1.50 mm, 1.07 mm, and 0.90 mm
from different swine [54]

Subsequently, this application was extended to a case study in a healthy adult
subject (Fig. 11.7). The relative standard deviation of five replicate measurements
for a mandibular incisor was 10%. The depths measured by imaging agreed with
conventional probing. Of note, all measurements were <2 mm because the imaging
site was healthy incisors. One of the benefits of this approach was that the whole
pocket could be mapped as opposed to single positions (e.g. mesiobuccal, central
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Fig. 11.7 Human data of photoacoustic ultrasound for pocket depth mapping. (a) Schematic of the
imaging setup and workflow. The subject was scanned in an upright position by a photoacoustic
ultrasound transducer (i) attached to a stepper motor (ii) and sliding frame (iii) for 3D imaging
and positioning, respectively. Ultrasound gel was used for coupling. (b) A cross-section in the
sagittal plane of a mandibular incisor at a central buccal position (yellow dashed line in ¢, d)
showing the gingival margin before (top) and after (bottom) irrigation with contrast agent. The
pocket depth was measured from the gingival margin to the edge of photoacoustic signal. The
same incisor is shown in the frontal plane before (c) and after (d) irrigation. (e) The shape of the
pocket could be reconstructed by measuring the pocket depth for each sagittal plane in the frontal
image (~0.076 mm spacing) and overlaying these measurements onto the ultrasound-only image
to remove nonspecific signal from the tooth and gingival surfaces [55]

buccal, and distobuccal) at a time. Additionally, the contrast agent was easily
removed by rinsing with water and brushing the teeth as in the ex vivo porcine
model. Current efforts are focused on streamlining the post-processing steps and
miniaturizing the imaging hardware for improved access to distal teeth.

11.5 Outlook and Practical Considerations

One of the main advantages of ultrasound for dentistry is its ability to image the
gingiva, which is mostly transparent to the common dental imaging modalities
such as X-ray and cone beam computed tomography. In addition, it can resolve
the surfaces and contours of hard tissues (e.g. tooth, bone) and integrate these
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with the depth-resolved data from the gingiva. It follows, however, that the major
limitations are its relative inability to image through tooth/bone and its limited
grayscale contrast. Photoacoustic imaging can help overcome these limitations by
shifting the contrast mechanism to the absorption of light rather than differences in
refractive index, and extending penetration depths from the ballistic to the diffusive
regime. Nevertheless, research to date suggests that photoacoustic analysis of teeth
alone will probably be restricted to their surfaces (enamel and cementum).

Currently, a handful of practical challenges face the translation of photoacoustics
to dentistry but we believe these are largely solvable. One example is the form
factor of existing photoacoustic hardware. Most research-grade systems are meant
for general purpose applications and utilize relatively large transducers that can only
access the anterior teeth. Furthermore, the laser is housed separately. However, new
hardware can be envisioned for the specific purpose of imaging within the oral
cavity. These designs could potentially take the form of a mouthpiece transducer
with coupled optical excitation or a handheld “hockey-stick” transducer for reaching
the posterior teeth [56]. Another consideration for eventual clinical adoption is
the price: Ultrasound is an inexpensive technique but the laser associated with
photoacoustic imaging raises the cost significantly. It is possible, however, for
systems to harness LED excitation sources that drastically reduce both the cost and
overall footprint [57].

When taking 3D scans with a linear array transducer, it is necessary for the head
of the subject to remain still. Otherwise, artifacts from minor movements will distort
the final image. To combat this, a clinical setup would likely use a head immobilizer
similar to those used for dental radiographs. Post-processing algorithms can also
be employed to minimize these effects. Furthermore, since ultrasound waves do not
propagate through air, the choice of coupling agent between oral surfaces and the
transducer requires some consideration. Ultrasound gel is functional but requires
re-sterilization of the transducer between patients in a clinical setting. Single-use
materials for dry coupling may be useful in this context.

Photoacoustic imaging is a young technology but is developing at a rapid pace
due to its optical contrast, good spatial resolution, and real-time imaging. Dental-
specific investigations are still in their very early stages, but they show potential
for caries detection, analysis of tooth surface integrity (crack detection), implant
imaging, and characterization of the periodontium. With the growing availability
of commercial photoacoustic systems, and the prevalence of custom preclinical
systems, it is likely that photoacoustic imaging will continue to complement the
developments in ultrasound techniques for dental applications.
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