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1
COMBINED OPTICAL SENSOR FOR AUDIO
AND PULSE OXIMETRY SYSTEM AND
METHOD

PRIORITY STATEMENT

This application claims priority to U.S. Provisional Patent
Application 62/359,027, filed on Jul. 6, 2016, and entitled
Combined Optical Sensor for Audio and Pulse Oximetry
System and Method, hereby incorporated by reference in its
entirety.

FIELD OF THE INVENTION

The present invention relates to wearable devices. More
particularly, but not exclusively, the present invention relates
to earpieces.

BACKGROUND

The earpiece holds great promise as a wearable device.
However, one of the challenges with incorporating various
functionality into an earpiece is the relatively small space.
What is needed is technology which allows for improved
functionality for an earpiece but reduces the amount of space
required.

For example, currently, two separate sensor assemblies
are required for the proper determination of pulse oximetry
and audio detection in an earpiece device. This means that
the user must wear a device that is large enough to accom-
modate both of these sensors. This causes problems with
design and usability, as well as creating further issues with
costs of the materials required to provide an adequate audio
and pulse oximetry signal for processing. In addition, further
work is required in order to provide shielding from other
components of the device, due to the space available in
comparison to the amount of electronic components needed
to support each input modality. What is needed is a new
combined optical sensor for detecting both audio signals as
well as pulse oximetry.

SUMMARY

Therefore, it is a primary object, feature, or advantage of
the present invention to improve over the state of the art.

It is a further object, feature, or advantage of the present
invention to combine the reception of audio signals and
oxygen saturation data onto a single sensor.

It is a still further object, feature, or advantage of the
present invention to separate the audio signals and the
oxygen saturation data using signal processing techniques.

It is another object, feature, or advantage to reduce the
number of key components.

Another object, feature, or advantage is to enhance ability
to incorporate other sensor arrays due to enhanced space
availability.

Yet another object, feature, or advantage is to reduce
power requirements due to the reduction in the number of
power intensive components.

A further object, feature, or advantage is allow signal
processing to provide more information about blood flow in
a studied area.

A still further object, feature, or advantage is to provide
new opportunities to enhance amount and variety of sensed
data.

One or more of these and/or other objects, features, or
advantages will become apparent from the specification and
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claims that follow. No single embodiment need include each
and every object, feature, or advantage as different embodi-
ments may achieve different objects, features, and advan-
tages.

A new and novel system combines the optical sensor for
both the detection of high quality audio signals as well as the
accurate detection of pulse oximetry from the earpiece. This
new system may include a high quality optical source that
provides the emitted light directed at the skin, cartilage and
bone of the external ear. An optical sensor is utilized to
detect the reflected signals from the skin, bone and cartilage
of the external ear. The received signal may include both low
frequency pulse oximetry signals as well as higher fre-
quency audio signals. In this fashion, the combined sensor is
able to receive audio signals emanated from the body and
transmitted through bone and soft tissues, as well as the
pulse rate and oxygen saturation from reflected light from
blood. Signal processing then is used to detect and segregate
the two signals. Transmission of the processed information
is then possible using various schemes including wired or
wireless transmission methods. This has the advantage of
detecting multiple signals using a single sensor.

According to one aspect, a system includes at least one
earpiece, wherein each earpiece comprises an earpiece hous-
ing, an optical source operatively connected to the earpiece
housing, wherein the optical source is configured to emit
light toward an ear surface, an optical sensor operatively
connected to the earpiece housing, wherein the optical
sensor is configured to receive reflected light from the ear
surface, and at least one processor disposed within at least
one earpiece and operatively connected to the optical source
and the optical sensor, wherein the at least one processor is
configured to separate the pulse oximetry signals from the
audio signals in the reflected light detected by the optical
sensor. The at least one processor may be further configured
to determine an oxygen saturation level from the pulse
oximetry signals. The at least one processor may apply a
filter to separate the pulse oximetry signals from the audio
signals, the audio signals centered at frequency higher than
the pulse oximetry signals. The at least one earpiece may
include a set of earpieces. The optical source may be a laser.
The ear surface may be an outer ear surface or an inner ear
surface. The at least one processor may be further configured
to determine bone vibration measurements from the audio
signals. The at least one processor may be further configured
to interpret the bone vibrations measurements and to deter-
mine voice input from a user of the wireless earpiece. The
method may further include reconfiguring the at least one
processor using the voice input.

According to another aspect, a method includes emitting,
via an optical source of a wireless earpiece, light toward an
ear surface, receiving, via an optical sensor of the wireless
earpiece, a reflected light signal from the ear surface, sepa-
rating, via at least one processor of the wireless earpiece,
audio signals from pulse oximetry signals within the
reflected light signal, and determining, via the at least one
processor of the wireless earpiece, an oxygen saturation
level from the reflected light.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG. 1 is a block diagram of one embodiment of the
system.

FIG. 2 illustrates a side view of a right earpiece and the
functional relationships of the right earpieces components a
user.
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FIG. 3 is a blown-up portion of FIG. 2 illustrating the light
source and the light receiver.

FIG. 4 is a block diagram regarding another embodiment
of the system.

FIG. 5 includes a flowchart of an implementation of a
method.

FIG. 6 includes a flowchart of another implementation of
the method

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

FIG. 1 illustrates a block diagram of the system 10
including one or more earpieces 12, with each earpiece
comprising an earpiece housing 14, an optical source 16
operatively connected to an earpiece housing 14, an optical
sensor 18 operatively connected to an earpiece housing 14,
and one or more processors 20 operatively connected to the
optical source 16 and the optical sensor 18. The optical
source 16 is configured to emit light toward an ear surface,
which may be on the outside or the inside of a user’s body.
Instead of an optical source, other types of electromagnetic
wave sources may be used which emit any type of electro-
magnetic wave capable of reflecting off of ear tissue. For
example, a radio wave may be used instead of a light source,
as radio waves partially reflect off of living tissue. The
optical sensor 18 operatively connected to the earpiece
housing 14 is configured to receive reflected light from the
ear surface. The reflected light may contain audio signals as
well as pulse oximetry signals. The audio signals may also
be used to modify an operational state of the earpiece 12.
The reflected light may be received intermittently by the
optical sensor 18 or may be received continuously depend-
ing on the operation of the optical source 16. One or more
processors 20 are configured to separate the audio signals
and the pulse oximetry signals from the reflected light. The
audio may then be used for any number of purposes includ-
ing receiving voice input from a user and the pulse oximetry
signals may be used to determine an oxygen saturation level.
The reflected light data may be received continuously or
discretely, and the processors 20 do not need to use every bit
of data in determining an oxygen saturation level. The
separation of the signals may be performed in any number
of ways including through the use of filtering of the reflected
signal. The reflected signal may include both low frequency
pulse oximetry signals as well as higher frequency, thus high
pass filters and/or low pass filters may be used.

FIG. 2 shows a right earpiece 12B inserted into a user’s
ear having an optical source 16 and an optical sensor 18. The
right earpiece 12B may be an ear bud style device configured
to fit comfortably within a user’s ear canal 48 so as to both
minimize the amount of external sound reaching the user’s
ear canal 48 and to facilitate the transmission of sounds to
a user’s tympanic membrane 50. Ideally, the ear surface will
be the inside of a user’s ear canal 48, but the light may be
directed at any surface within the user’s ear or proximate
thereto. Positioning the optical source 16 and the optical
sensor 18 inside the user’s ear canal 48 has three distinct
advantages. One, the inside of the user’s ear canal 48
contains little if no external light, allowing easier and more
accurate measurements by the optical sensor 18. Two, the
inside of the user’s ear canal 48 allows ready access to areas
suitable for oxygen saturation measurements. Three, the
distance between the optical source 16 and the ear surface in
the user’s ear canal 48 is approximately the same for each
prospective user and ideally both the optical source 16 and
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the optical sensor 18 touch the ear surface 26 directly,
allowing for relatively accurate oxygen saturation calcula-
tions.

FIG. 3 shows an optical source 16 and an optical sensor
18 in close proximity to an ear surface 26. The optical source
16 and/or the optical sensor 18 may even touch the ear
surface 26 in certain embodiments. The optical source 16
emits light 22 toward an ear surface 26. If the earpiece 12B
is configured to read bone vibration data, then the optical
source 16 transmits substantially coherent light 22 or
another substantially coherent electromagnetic wave to the
optical sensor 18 to use as a reference beam to merge with
the reflected light. If the earpiece 12B is configured to
determine the direction of the bone vibrations, then the
reference beam may be beamed through an acousto-optic
modulator to add a small frequency shift to the reference
beam, which can be used to help determine a direction of one
or more bone vibrations. The light 22 travels through the ear
surface 26 and periodically reflects off of bone and tissue
within the ear, creating reflected light 24. The reflected light
24 is subsequently received by the optical sensor 18. If the
earpiece 12B is configured to read bone vibration measure-
ments, then the reflected light 24 will merge with a reference
beam, where the velocity and the displacement information
of the bone vibrations can be determined from the frequency
shift of the merged wave. The reflected light 24 is then
transmitted to one or more processors 20 in order to deter-
mine oxygen saturation data and depending on the configu-
ration of one or more processors 20 within the earpiece 12B,
bone vibration measurements.

FIG. 4 is a block diagram of a system 10 which comprises
at least one earpiece 12 with each earpiece 12 further
comprising an earpiece housing 14, an optical source 16
operatively connected to the earpiece housing 14, an optical
sensor 18 operatively connected to the earpiece housing 14,
at least one LED 28 operatively connected to the earpiece
housing 14, one or more microphones 32 operatively con-
nected to the earpiece housing 14, one or more output
devices 34 such as speakers operatively connected to the
earpiece housing 14, at least one sensor 36 operatively
connected to the earpiece housing 14 such as physiological
sensors 38, or inertial sensors 42, 44, a gesture control
interface 46 with at least one emitter 52 and at least one
detector 54 operatively connected to the earpiece housing
14, a transceiver 56 disposed within the earpiece 12, a radio
transceiver 58 disposed within the earpiece 12, a battery 30
disposed within the earpiece 12, and one or more processors
20 disposed within the earpiece 12. One or more speakers 39
may also be operatively connected to the processor(s) 20.

An optical source 16 is operatively connected to the
earpiece housing 14 and configured to emit light toward an
ear surface. Other types of electromagnetic radiation capable
of reflecting off of human tissue may be substituted for light.
The light may be emitted continuously or intermittently in
bursts, wherein the bursts may last for any reasonable length
of time. If the optical source 16 is configured to measure
bone vibrations, the light or electromagnetic source must be
substantially coherent in order to accurately measure the
bone vibrations. In addition, the distance between the optical
source 16 and the ear surface may be fixed or known in order
to obtain accurate bone vibration readings, and ideally the
optical source 16 and the ear surface touch one another.

An optical sensor 18 is operatively connected to the
earpiece housing 14 and configured to receive reflected light
from the ear surface which may include pulse oximetry data
as well as audio signals. The audio signals may emanate
from any source, including the user, a third party, an



US 10,555,700 B2

5

electronic apparatus, or an entity from nature itself, and may
concern music, sounds, instructions, information, or a com-
bination of the aforementioned. The list is non-exclusive and
the audio signals do not have to relate to the user or the
earpiece 12. The reflected light from the ear surface may be
received continuously or discretely by the optical sensor 18
depending on the configuration of the optical source 16. The
optical sensor 18, depending on the physical configuration
of the earpiece 12, may receive refracted light, or light that
has been bent due to travel through human tissue, from the
optical source 16 in lieu of reflected light. If one or more
processors are configured to calculate bone vibration data,
then the optical sensor 18 may receive light directly from the
optical source 16 to use as a reference beam in order to
accurately measure the velocity of the bone vibrations due to
the frequency shift they cause to the reflected light. The
reflected light combines with the reference beam in order to
create a signal that can be transmitted by the optical sensor
18. The optical sensor 18 may be relatively close to the
optical source 16 and the distance between the optical source
16 and the ear surface ideally should be a fixed quantity or
the optical source 16 should touch the ear surface. Also, the
light or electromagnetic wave should be substantially coher-
ent so that the bone vibration measurements may be accu-
rately determined by one of the processors 20 present within
the earpiece 12.

The LEDs 28 affixed to the earpiece housing 14 may be
configured to emit light in order to convey information to a
user concerning the earpiece 12. The LEDs 28 may be
located in any area on the earpiece 12 suitable for viewing
by the user or a third party and may consist of as few as one
diode which may be provided in combination with a light
guide. In addition, the LEDs 28 may be discernable by a
human eye or an electronic device and need not have a
minimum luminescence.

One or more microphones 32 may be operatively con-
nected to the earpiece housing 14 and may be configured to
receive sounds from one or more sources in addition to the
optical sensor 18, including the user, a third party, a
machine, an animal, another earpiece, another electronic
device, or even nature itself. The sounds received by one or
more microphones 32 may include a word, combination of
words, a sound, combinations of sounds, or any combination
of the aforementioned. The sounds may be of any frequency
and need not be audible to the user and may be used to
reconfigure one or more components of the earpiece 12. One
or more of the microphones 32 may be a bone microphone.
It is to be understood however, that the earpiece need not
include a bone microphone. In addition, the earpiece need
not include any microphone at all other than the optical
sensor because the optical sensor may be used to sense data
including audio signals.

One or more output devices 34 operatively connected to
the earpiece housing 14 may be configured to transmit
sounds received from one or more microphones 32, the
transceiver 56, or the radio transceiver 58 or even a data
storage device 60. One or more output devices 34 may
transmit information related to the operations of the earpiece
12 or information queried by the user or a third party to
outside sources. For example, an output device 34 may
transmit a signal related to oxygen saturation levels to an
external electronic device. The oxygen saturation levels may
be used by a medical professional for diagnostic purposes,
a user for technical or personal purposes, or a third party for
scientific, technical, or other purposes. An output device 34
may also transmit any audio signals received by the optical
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sensor 18, which may include music, sounds, instructions,
information, commentary, auditory media, or a combination
of the aforementioned.

One or more sensors 36 may be operatively connected to
the earpiece housing 14 and may be configured to obtain
addition oxygen saturation level data that neither the optical
source 16 nor the optical sensor 18 are configured for. For
example, the microphones 32 may be used to detect vibra-
tions via pressure disturbances in the user’s ear canal or one
or more inertial sensors 42 and 44 may be used to determine
motion data related to the user’s head and neck regions to be
used to modify one or more readings of the optical sensor 18
or even to ascertain one or more variables of the oxygen
saturation level determination. Each sensor 36 may be
located anywhere on or within the earpiece housing 14 and
need not be in direct contact with either the user or the
external environment.

The gesture control interface 46 affixed to the earpiece
housing 14 is configured to allow a user additional control
over the earpiece 12. The gesture control interface 46 may
include at least one emitter 52 and at least one detector 54
to detect gestures from either the user, a third party, an
instrument, or a combination of the aforementioned and
transmit one or more signals related to one or more gestures
to one or more processors 20. The gesture control interface
46 may be implemented using optical emitters and detectors,
may be implemented with capacitance sensing, or otherwise.
The gestures that may be used with the gesture control
interface 46 to control the earpiece 12 include, without
limitation, touching, tapping, swiping, use of an instrument,
or any combination of the aforementioned gestures. Touch-
ing gestures used to control the earpiece 12 may be of any
duration and may include the touching of areas that are not
part of the gesture control interface 46. Tapping gestures
used to control the earpiece 12 may include any number of
taps and need not be brief. Swiping gestures used to control
the earpiece 12 may include a single swipe, a swipe that
changes direction at least once, a swipe with a time delay, a
plurality of swipes, or any combination of the aforemen-
tioned.

One or more processors 20 are operatively connected to
each component within the earpiece 12 and may be config-
ured, in addition to transmitting and receiving signals from
either the optical source 16 or the optical sensor 18, to
receive signals from one or more microphones 32, one or
more sensors 36, the transceiver 56, or the radio transceiver
58. One or more processors may also be configured to use
information received from one or more microphones 32, one
or more sensors 36, the transceiver 56, or the radio trans-
ceiver 58 in addition to information from the optical sensor
18 to assist in the determination of any oxygen saturation
level data that may be relevant. One or more processors 20
may be reconfigured by the user or a third party through the
use of one or more microphones 32, the gestural control
interface 46, or by an electronic signal received from the
transceiver 56 or the radio transceiver 58. Reconfigurations
may include whether to determine bone vibrations, whether
to transmit the oxygen saturation data to an external device,
or setting the frequency of optical sensor measurements. The
aforementioned list is non-exclusive.

The transceiver 56 disposed within the earpiece 12 may
be configured to receive signals from and to transmit signals
to a second earpiece of the user if the user is using more than
one earpiece. The transceiver 56 may receive or transmit
more than one signal simultaneously. The transceiver 56
may be of any number of types including a near field
magnetic induction (NFMI) transceiver.
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The radio transceiver 58 disposed within the earpiece 12
may be configured to receive signals from external elec-
tronic devices and to transmit those signals to one or more
processors 20. The external electronic devices the radio
transceiver 58 may be configured to receive signals from
include Bluetooth devices, mobile devices, desktops, lap-
tops, tablets, modems, routers, communications towers,
cameras, watches, third-party earpieces, earpieces, or other
electronic devices capable of transmitting or receiving wire-
less signals. The radio transceiver 58 may receive or trans-
mit more than one signal simultaneously.

The battery 30 may be operatively connected to compo-
nents within an earpiece 12 to provide power. The battery 30
should provide enough power to operate an earpiece 12 for
a reasonable duration of time. The battery 30 may be of any
type suitable for powering an earpiece 12. However, the
battery 30 need not be present in an earpiece 12. Alternative
battery-less power sources, such as thermal harvesters that
produce energy from differences between the user’s or a
third party’s skin or internal body temperature and the
ambient air, solar apparatuses which generate energy from
the photovoltaic effect, or sensors configured to receive
energy from radio waves (all of which are operatively
connected to one or more earpieces 12) may be used to
power the earpiece 12 in lieu of a battery 30.

FIG. 5 illustrates one embodiment of the method 100. In
step 104, an earpiece emits light toward an ear surface. Any
type of electromagnetic wave may be substituted for light as
long as it is capable or reflecting off of human tissue, and the
ear surface may be any surface suitable of reflecting elec-
tromagnetic radiation and may be on the outside or the inside
of the ear. The light may be emitted intermittently in pulses
or continuously at the ear surface. In step 106, an optical
sensor receives both audio signals and pulse oximetry sig-
nals within the reflected light from the ear surface. The audio
signals may originate from the user, a third party, an elec-
tronic apparatus, an animal, or even nature itself, and the
audio signals may include more than one type of audio
signal. The audio signals also do not need to be audible to
the user, and may be used to modify or reconfigure the
earpiece or a component within the earpiece. The reflected
light, like the light, may be substituted with any type of
electromagnetic wave capable of reflecting off of human
tissue and does not need to be the same intensity as the light.
In step 108, one or more processors separates the audio
signals and the pulse oximetry signals from the reflected
light. In step 110, one or more processors determines an
oxygen saturation level from the pulse oximetry signals in
the reflected light. A processor may use an algorithm stored
within the processor itself or use an algorithm stored within
a data storage device operatively connected to a processor.
The oxygen saturation may also be provided to the user or
a third party.

FIG. 6 illustrates a second embodiment of the method
200. The first steps are identical to the first steps of FIG. 5,
but after separating the audio signals and the pulse oximetry
signals from the reflected light, one or more processors, in
step 210, checks to see if they are configured to determine
bone vibration measurements from the reflected light. If so,
then, in step 212, one or more processors determine bone
vibration measurements from the reflected light. One or
more processors involved in determining bone vibration
measurements may use an algorithm stored within one of the
processors or an algorithm stored within one or more data
storage devices operatively connected to one of the proces-
sors, and the processors involved in the determination do not
need to consider all of the data related to the reflected light.
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Any number of algorithms for extracting voice input from
bone vibrations may be used including any number of
speech recognition algorithms including hidden Markov
models, dynamic time warping, neural networks, genetic
algorithms or other methods. The voice input may contain
keywords or voice commands of the user of the wireless
earpiece. The reflected light data may be received continu-
ously or intermittently in bursts of varying length. In step
214, the bone vibration measurements are used to modify the
audio signals so as to maintain the audio signals original
fidelity. The audio signals may not need modification, but de
minimis modifications will have no effect on the audio
signals fidelity. If none of the processors are configured to
read bone vibration data, then in step 216, one or more
processors determines an oxygen saturation level from the
reflected light. Like the determination of the bone vibration
measurements, a processor involved in the oxygen satura-
tion level determination may use an algorithm stored within
one of the processors or an algorithm stored within one or
more data storage devices operatively connected to a pro-
cessor, and the processor does not need to consider all of the
reflected light data. Regardless of whether one or more of
the processors was configured to determine bone vibration
data in step 210, in step 218, the oxygen saturation levels
and/or the audio signals are transmitted to the user or an
external electronic device. The external electronic device
may be a smartphone, tablet, watch, modem, router, com-
munications tower, or a medical device, wherein the medical
device is used for medical diagnosis or treatment.

Therefore, various methods, systems, and apparatus have
been shown and described. Although specific embodiments
are set forth herein, the present invention contemplates
numerous options, variations, and alternatives including
variations in type of optical source and optical sensor,

What is claimed is:

1. A system comprising:

at least one earpiece, wherein each earpiece comprises an

earpiece housing;

an optical source operatively connected to the earpiece

housing, wherein the optical source is configured to
emit light toward an ear surface;

an optical sensor operatively connected to the earpiece

housing, wherein the optical sensor is configured to
receive reflected light from the ear surface; and

at least one processor disposed within at least one ear-

piece and operatively connected to the optical source
and the optical sensor, wherein the at least one proces-
sor is configured to separate the pulse oximetry signals
from the audio signals in the reflected light detected by
the optical sensor and use the audio signals to receive
voice input from a user wearing the at least one
earpiece.

2. The system of claim 1 wherein the at least one
processor is further configured to determine an oxygen
saturation level from the pulse oximetry signals.

3. The system of claim 1 wherein the at least one
processor applies a filter to separate the pulse oximetry
signals from the audio signals, the audio signals centered at
frequency higher than the pulse oximetry signals.

4. The system of claim 1 wherein the at least one earpiece
comprises a set of earpieces.

5. The system of claim 1 wherein the optical source is a
laser.

6. The system of claim 1 wherein the ear surface com-
prises an outer ear surface.

7. The system of claim 1 wherein the ear surface com-
prises an inner ear surface.
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8. A method comprising;

emitting, via an optical source of a wireless earpiece, light
toward an ear surface;

receiving, via an optical sensor of the wireless earpiece, a
reflected light signal from the ear surface; 5

separating, via at least one processor of the wireless
earpiece, audio signals from pulse oximetry signals
within the reflected light signal;

determining, via the at least one processor of the wireless
earpiece, an oxygen saturation level from the reflected 10
light;

calculating bone vibration measurements via the at least
one processor of the wireless earpiece using the audio
signals; and

interpreting the bone vibration measurements to deter- 15
mine voice input of a user of the wireless earpiece.

9. The method of claim 8 wherein the optical source is a

laser.

10. The method of claim 8 wherein the ear surface
comprises an outer ear surface. 20
11. The method of claim 8 wherein the ear surface

comptrises an inner ear surface.
12. The method of claim 8 further comprising reconfig-
uring the at least one processor using the voice input.
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