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METHOD AND APPARATUS FOR
PROCESSING ULTRASOUND IMAGE
SIGNALS

This application claims benefit of the filing date of U.S.
Provisional Patent Application 60/771,866 filed on Feb. 10,
2006, and which is incorporated herein by reference in its
entirety.

STATEMENT AS TO RIGHTS TO INVENTIONS
MADE UNDER FEDERALLY-SPONSORED
RESEARCH AND DEVELOPMENT

This invention was made with Government support under
grant R21 CA120232 awarded by the National Institutes of
Health. The Government has certain rights in the invention.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

1. Field of Invention

This invention relates generally to ultrasound systems for
inspecting a material and more particularly to processing
ultrasound image signals.

2. Description of Related Art

Ultrasonic sound waves are commonly used when it is
desired to perform a non-destructive or non-invasive inspec-
tion of a material, such as an organic body tissue, for example.
Ultrasound systems are generally configured for either indus-
trial or medical inspections. However the underlying prin-
ciples of operation of such devices remain substantially the
same and a major differentiator between medical and indus-
trial systems is the type of material being inspected.

Ultrasound systems are generally useful in providing a
display of internal structural characteristics of a material or
objects located within the material. In some medical ultra-
sound inspections it is desired to view a relative position of
objects within an organic body material. Such objects may be
more highly reflecting than most body tissues.

For example, in prostate brachytherapy, an ultrasound sys-
tem with a transrectal ultrasound (TRUS) transducer may be
used to image a needle and/or small radioactive seeds, which
are introduced into the prostate through a bore of the needle.
The radioactive seeds are generally cylindrical, are typically
lessthan 5 mm in length, and have a diameter of about 0.5 mm
to about 1 mm, such that they can pass through typical needle
bores. The radioactive seeds may include a medically-suit-
able radioisotope, for example I-125 or Pd-103. Conventional
brightness mode (B-mode) ultrasonography is generally
accepted to be unreliable for displaying objects within the
prostate tissue.

Several methods and specialized apparatus have been
employed for seed detection in brachytherapy using ultra-
sound.

PCT Patent application W02005/092197A1 by Fenster et
al. discloses an apparatus for automated seed segmentation
from three-dimensional (3D) B-mode TRUS images. How-
ever, the use of 3D images is unlikely to increase the contrast
between the implanted seeds and the surroundings, when
using B-mode signals to produce the images.

U.S. Pat. No. 6,549,802 to Thornton et al. discloses a
localization system that combines X-Ray fluoroscopy
together with B-mode TRUS ultrasonography for identifying
the radioactive seeds. However an image conibination and
registration requirement between the X-ray and ultrasound
images is likely to increase examination time and cost.

U.S. Pat. No. 6,245,016B1 to Daft et al. discloses a post-
beamformer signal processing algorithm for improving ultra-
sound B-mode resolution and contrast. The algorithm is
based on a model of the imaging process that represents a
shape of the pulse transmitted by the transducer and the
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frequency-dependent attenuation of that pulse as it propa-
gates through tissue and back to the transducer, the effects of
changes in frequency-dependent attenuation, and changes in
scatterer density as the pulse propagates across tissue bound-
aries and through cystic and calcified structures.

US Patent Application 2004/0039284A1 by Alam et al.
discloses several methods for enhancing the image of brachy-
therapy seeds by processing ultrasound radio frequency (RF)
signals. A first disclosed approach employs Doppler ultra-
sound in which the radioactive seeds are vibrated within the
tissue by vibration-inducing equipment. A second disclosed
approach involves correlating image signatures with a refer-
ence signature of the radioactive seed, and a third approach
discloses the use of elastography (strain imaging) wherein at
least two sequential RF images under different levels of exter-
nal compression are used.

There remains a need for better methods and apparatus for
the ultrasound inspection of materials and particularly for
inspection of organic tissues.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

In accordance with one aspect of the invention there is
provided a method for processing ultrasonic image signals.
The method involves receiving a plurality of input sample
values representing reflected sound waves in a ultrasonic
system, exponentiating each input sample to produce a plu-
rality of respective exponentiated sample values, condition-
ing the exponentiated sample values to produce conditioned
exponentiated sample values for receipt by an imageformer,
and causing the imageformer to produce an image represent-
ing the ultrasonic sound waves in response to the conditioned
exponentiated sample values.

The exponentiating may involve raising each input sample
value to a power greater than or equal to one.

The exponentiation may involve raising the input sample
values to a power of about 2.

Receiving the input sample values may involve receiving a
plurality of envelope sample values from an envelope inter-
face, the envelope sample values representing an amplitude
envelope of a radio frequency (RF) signal, the RF signal
representing the reflected sound waves.

Receiving the plurality of input sample values may involve
receiving a plurality of input sample values produced by
compounding sample values representing reflected sound
waves produced by incident ultrasonic sound waves having at
least one of differing focal characteristics and differing beam
steering angles.

Contiguous groups of a pre-defined number of input
sample values may be associated with scan lines and the scan
lines may define a scan frame representing a spatial ultra-
sound scan of a material, and the method may further involve
receiving a plurality of scan frames representing successive
ultrasound scans of the material produced by incident ultra-
sonic sound waves having at least one of differing focal
characteristics and differing beam steering angles, and caus-
ing the imageformer to produce the image may further
involve compounding conditioned exponentiated sample val-
ues in the plurality of scan frames before causing the image-
former to produce the image.

The conditioning may involve filtering the exponentiated
sample values.

The filtering may involve median filtering the exponenti-
ated sample values using a one dimensional median filter.

The reflected ultrasonic sound waves represent a location
of an object within a material and the median filtering may
involve median filtering the exponentiated sample values
using a window having a number of samples selected in
proportion to a size of the object.
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Contiguous groups of a pre-defined number of input
sample values may be associated with scan lines and the scan
lines define a scan frame representing a spatial ultrasound
scan of a material, and the conditioning may involve median
filtering the exponentiated sample values in successive
groups of at least three adjacent scan lines in the scan frame
using a two-dimensional median filter.

The scan frames represent a location of an object within the
material and the median filtering may involve median filter-
ing the exponentiated sample values using a window having a
number of samples selected in proportion to a size of the
object.

The conditioning may involve setting exponentiated
sample values that meet a criterion to a reference value.

The setting may involve at least one of setting exponenti-
ated samples having a value less than a reference threshold
value to a minimum sample value, and setting exponentiated
sample values having a value greater than a maximum thresh-
old value to the maximum threshold value.

The method may involve producing the plurality of input
sample values before the exponentiation.

Producing the plurality of input sample values may involve
receiving a plurality radio frequency (RF) sample values, the
RF sample values representing the reflected sound waves, and
grouping the RF sample values into groups of RF sample
values, each group of RF sample values including a plurality
of contiguous sample values associated with a respective time
segment of the RF sample values, and finding a norm of each
of the group of RF sample values to produce the plurality of
input sample values.

The RF sample values may represent a location of an object
within a material and the grouping may involve grouping the
RF sample values into groups of RF sample values each
having a number of samples selected in proportion to a size of
the object.

Finding the norm may involve computing a norm for each
group of RF sample values according to the relation:

1
n 7
a=|)
=

where:
x; are the RF sample values in said group of RF sample
values;
2, is the input sample value computed for the i group of
RF sample values; and
p is a power greater than or equal to one.
The method may involve applying a window function to
the RF sample values in each group of RF sample values.
Finding the norm may involve for each group of RF sample
values, computing a discrete Fourier transform for each group
of RF sample values to produce a plurality of frequency
component values associated with each the group of RF
sample values, and computing a norm of said plurality of
frequency component values associated with each said group
of RF samples.
Computing the norm may involve computing a norm
according to the relation:

L
?
%=

N
xpe
k=1

where:
X, are the frequency component values of the Fourier
spectrum for the group of RF sample values;
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7, is the input sample value computed for the i group of
RF sample values;

N is the number frequency component values in the
Fourier spectrum for the group of RF sample values;
and

p is a power greater than or equal to one.

Computing the discrete Fourier transform may involve
computing a fast Fourier transform (FFT) for each group of
RF sample values.

The method may involve appending zero value samples to
each group of RF sample values to cause each the group of RF
sample values to include a number of RF sample values
required for computation of the fast Fourier transform.

The method may involve setting at least some of the fre-
quency component values to a zero value before the comput-
ing the norm.

Producing the plurality of input sample values may involve
receiving a plurality of compressed envelope sample values,
the compressed envelope sample values representing a com-
pressed amplitude envelope of a radio frequency (RF) signal,
the RF signal representing the reflected sound waves, and
decompressing the compressed envelope sample values to
produce the input sample values.

Receiving the plurality of compressed envelope sample
values may involve receiving logarithmically compressed
sample values.

The decompressing may involve computing the input
sample values according to the relation:

Y
X = Kg(’ﬁ)7

where:
X, represents values of said input sample values;
y, represents said compressed envelope sample values;
D represents a dynamic range parameter;
e is the base of the natural logarithm; and
K is a constant.

The imageformer may be a first imageformer and produc-
ing the plurality of input sample values may involve receiving
a plurality of brightness-mode (B-mode) sample values, the
B-mode sample values being generated by a second image-
former associated with the ultrasound system.

The method may involve decompressing the B-mode
sample values to produce the input sample values.

Receiving the plurality of B-mode sample values may
involve receiving logarithmically compressed B-mode
sample values.

The decompressing may involve computing the input
sample values according to the relation:

X = [(e(:vDi)’

where:
X, represents said input sample values;
y, represents said B-mode sample values;
D represents a dynamic range parameter;
e is the base of the natural logarithm; and
K is a constant.

In accordance with another aspect of the invention there is
provided a method for processing ultrasonic image signals.
The method involves receiving a plurality of input sample
values representing reflected sound waves in a ultrasonic
system, exponentiating each sample to produce a plurality of
respective exponentiated sample values, conditioning the
exponentiated sample values to produce conditioned expo-
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nentiated sample values for receipt by an imageformer, and
making the conditioned exponentiated sample values avail-
able to the imageformer to produce an image representing the
ultrasonic reflections.

In accordance with another aspect of the invention there is
provided an apparatus for processing ultrasonic image sig-
nals. The apparatus includes provisions for receiving a plu-
rality of input sample values representing reflected sound
waves in a ultrasonic system, provisions for exponentiating
each input sample to produce a plurality of respective expo-
nentiated sample values, provisions for conditioning the
exponentiated sample values to produce conditioned expo-
nentiated sample values for receipt by an imageformer, and
provisions for causing the imageformer to produce an image
representing the ultrasonic sound waves in response to the
conditioned exponentiated sample values.

The provisions for exponentiating may include provisions
for raising each input sample value to a power greater than or
equal to one.

The provisions for exponentiation may include provisions
for raising the input sample values to a power of about 2.

The provisions for receiving the input sample values may
include provisions for receiving a plurality of envelope
sample values from an envelope interface, the envelope
sample values representing an amplitude envelope of a radio
frequency (RF) signal, the RF signal representing the
reflected sound waves.

The provisions for receiving the plurality of input sample
values may include provisions for receiving a plurality of
input sample values produced by compounding sample val-
ues representing reflected sound waves produced by incident
ultrasonic sound waves having at least one of differing focal
characteristics and differing beam steering angles.

Contiguous groups of a pre-defined number of input
sample values may be associated with scan lines and the scan
lines define a scan frame representing a spatial ultrasound
scan of a material, and may further include provisions for
receiving a plurality of scan frames representing successive
ultrasound scans of the material produced by incident ultra-
sonic sound waves having at least one of differing focal
characteristics and differing beam steering angles, and the
provisions for causing the imageformer to produce the image
may further include provisions for compounding conditioned
exponentiated sample values in the plurality of scan frames
before causing the imageformer to produce the image.

The provisions for conditioning may include provisions for
filtering the exponentiated sample values.

The provisions for filtering may include provisions for
median filtering the exponentiated sample values using a one
dimensional median filter.

The reflected ultrasonic sound waves may represent a loca-
tion of an object within a material and the provisions for
median filtering may include provisions for median filtering
the exponentiated sample values using a window having a
number of samples selected in proportion to a size of the
object.

Contiguous groups of a pre-defined number of input
sample values may be associated with scan lines and the scan
lines may define a scan frame representing a spatial ultra-
sound scan of a material, and the provisions for conditioning
may include provisions for median filtering the exponentiated
sample values in successive groups of at least three adjacent
scan lines in the scan frame using a two-dimensional median
filter.

The scan frames may represent a location of an object
within the material and the provisions for median filtering
may include provisions for median filtering the exponentiated
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sample values using a window having a number of samples
selected in proportion to a size of the object.

The provisions for conditioning may include provisions for
setting exponentiated sample values that meet a criterion to a
reference value.

The provisions for setting may include at least one of
provisions for setting exponentiated samples having a value
less than a reference threshold value to a minimum sample
value, and provisions for setting exponentiated sample values
having a value greater than a maximum threshold value to the
maximum threshold value.

The apparatus may include provisions for producing the
plurality of input sample values before the exponentiation.

The provisions for producing the plurality of input sample
values may include provisions for receiving a plurality radio
frequency (RF) sample values, the RF sample values repre-
senting the reflected sound waves, provisions for grouping the
RF sample values into groups of RF sample values, each
group of RF sample values including aplurality of contiguous
sample values associated with a respective time segment of
the RF sample values, and provisions for finding a norm of
each of the group of RF sample values to produce the plurality
of input sample values.

The RF sample values may represent a location of an object
within a material and the provisions for grouping may include
provisions for grouping the RF sample values into groups of
RF sample values each having a number of samples selected
in proportion to a size of the object.

The provisions for finding the norm may include provi-
sions for computing a norm for each group of RF sample
values according to the relation:

L
n P
u=|) ol
=1

where:

x; are the RF sample values in said group of RF sample
values;

7, is the input sample value computed for the i group of
RF sample values; and

p is a power greater than or equal to one.

The apparatus may include provisions for applying a win-
dow function to the RF sample values in each group of RF
sample values.

The provisions for finding the norm may include for each
group of RF sample values provisions for computing a dis-
crete Fourier transform for each group of RF sample values to
produceaplurality of frequency component values associated
with each the group of RF sample values, and provisions for
computing a norm of the plurality of frequency component
values associated with each group of RF samples.

The provisions for computing the norm may include pro-
visions for computing a norm according to the relation:

1
»
%=

N
Dixr
k=1

where:
X, are the frequency component values of the Fourier
spectrum for the group of RF sample values;
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7, is the input sample value computed for the i group of
RF sample values;

N is the number frequency component values in the
Fourier spectrum for the group of RF sample values;
and

p is a power greater than or equal to one.

Computing the discrete Fourier transform may include
provisions for computing a fast Fourier transform (FFT) for
each group of RF sample values.

The apparatus may include provisions for appending zero
value samples to each group of RF sample values to cause
each the group of RF sample values to includea number of RF
sample values required for computation of the fast Fourier
transform.

The apparatus may include provisions for setting at least
some of the frequency component values to a zero value
before computing the norm.

The provisions for producing the plurality of input sample
values may include provisions for receiving a plurality of
compressed envelope sample values, the compressed enve-
lope sample values representing a compressed amplitude
envelope of a radio frequency (RF) signal, the RF signal
representing the reflected sound waves, and provisions for
decompressing the compressed envelope sample values to
produce the input sample values.

The provisions for receiving the plurality of compressed
envelope sample values may include provisions for receiving
logarithmically compressed sample values.

The provisions for decompressing may include provisions
for computing the input sample values according to the rela-
tion:

where:
X, represents values of said input sample values;
vy, represents said compressed envelope sample values;
D represents a dynamic range parameter;
e is the base of the natural logarithm; and
K is a constant.

The imageformer may be a first imageformer and the pro-
visions for producing the plurality of input sample values may
include provisions for receiving a plurality of brightness-
mode (B-mode) sample values, the B-mode sample values
being generated by a second imageformer associated with the
ultrasound system.

The apparatus may include provisions for decompressing
the B-mode sample values to produce the input sample val-
ues.

The provisions for receiving the plurality of B-mode
sample values may include provisions for receiving logarith-
mically compressed B-mode sample values.

The provisions for decompressing may include provisions
for computing the input sample values according to the rela-
tion:

where:
X, represents values of said input sample values;
y, represents said compressed envelope sample values;
D represents a dynamic range parameter;
e is the base of the natural logarithm; and
K is a constant.

10

15

20

25

35

40

55

60

65

8

In accordance with another aspect of the invention there is
provided an apparatus for processing ultrasonic image sig-
nals. The apparatus includes provisions for receiving a plu-
rality of input sample values representing reflected sound
waves in a ultrasonic system, provisions for exponentiating
each sample to produce a plurality of respective exponenti-
ated sample values, provisions for conditioning the exponen-
tiated sample values to produce conditioned exponentiated
sample values for receipt by an imageformer, and provisions
for making the conditioned exponentiated sample values
available to the imageformer to produce an image represent-
ing the ultrasonic reflections.

In accordance with another aspect of the invention there is
provided an apparatus for processing ultrasonic image sig-
nals. The apparatus includes a receiver for receiving a plural-
ity of input sample values representing reflected sound waves
in a ultrasonic system. The apparatus also includes an image
enhancer operably configured to exponentiate each input
sample to produce a plurality of respective exponentiated
sample values, condition the exponentiated sample values to
produce conditioned exponentiated sample values for receipt
by an imageformer. The apparatus further includes an image-
former operably configured to produce an image representing
the ultrasonic sound waves in response to the conditioned
exponentiated sample values.

The image enhancer may be operably configured to raise
each input sample value to a power greater than or equal to
one.

Image enhancer may be operably configured to raise the
input sample values to a power of about 2.

The apparatus may include an envelope interface operably
configured to produce envelope sample values for receipt by
the receiver, the envelope sample values representing an
amplitude envelope of a radio frequency (RF) signal, the RF
signal representing the reflected sound waves.

The receiver may be operably configured to receive a plu-
rality of input sample values produced by compounding
sample values representing reflected sound waves produced
by incident ultrasonic sound waves having at least one of
differing focal characteristics and differing beam steering
angles.

Contiguous groups of a pre-defined number of input
sample values may be associated with scan lines and the scan
lines define a scan frame representing a spatial ultrasound
scan of a material, and the receiver may be operably config-
ured to receive a plurality of scan frames representing suc-
cessive ultrasound scans of the material produced by incident
ultrasonic sound waves having at least one of differing focal
characteristics and differing beam steering angles and the
imageformer may be operably configured to compound con-
ditioned exponentiated sample values in the plurality of scan
frames before causing the imageformer to produce the image.

The conditioner may include a filter operably configured to
filter the exponentiated sample values.

The filter may include a one dimensional median filter.

The reflected ultrasonic sound waves represent a location
of an object within a material and the median filter may
include a window having a number of samples selected in
proportion to a size of the object.

Contiguous groups of a pre-defined number of input
sample values may be associated with scan lines and the scan
lines define a scan frame representing a spatial ultrasound
scan of a material, and the conditioner may include a two-
dimensional median filter operably configured to filter the
exponentiated sample values in successive groups of at least
three adjacent scan lines in the scan frame.
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The scan frames represent a location of an object within the

material and the median filter may include a window having

a number of samples selected in proportion to a size of the
object.

The conditioner may be operably configured to set expo- 3
nentiated sample values that meet a criterion to a reference

value.

The conditioner may be operably configured to set at least
one of exponentiated samples having a value less than a

exponentiated sample values having a value greater than a

maximum threshold value to the maximum threshold value.

The apparatus may include an interface operably config-
ured to produce the plurality of input sample values before the
exponentiation.

The interface may include a radio frequency (RF) inter-
face, the RF interface being operably configured to receive a
plurality of RF sample values, the RF sample values repre-
senting the reflected sound waves, group the RF sample val-
ues into groups of RF sample values, each group of RF sample
values may include a plurality of contiguous sample values
associated with a respective time segment of the RF sample
values, and find a norm of each of the group of RF sample
values to produce the plurality of input sample values.

The RF sample values represent a location of an object
within a material and the RF interface may be operably con-
figured to group the RF sample values into groups of RF
sample values each having a number of samples selected in
proportion to a size of the object.

The RF interface may be operably configured to compute a
norm for each group of RF sample values according to the
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where:
x; are the RF sample values in said group of RF sample
values;

7, is the input sample value computed for the i group of
RF sample values; and

p is a power greater than or equal to one.
The RF interface may be operably configured to apply a
window function to the RF sample values in each group of RF
sample values.
The RF interface may be operably configured to compute a
discrete Fourier transform for each group of RF sample val-
ues to produce a plurality of frequency component values
associated with each the group of RF sample values, and
compute a norm of the plurality of frequency component
values associated with each group of RF samples.
The RF interface may be operably configured to compute
the norm according to the relation:
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where: 65
X, are the frequency component values of the Fourier
spectrum for the group of RF sample values;
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7, is the input sample value computed for the i group of
RF sample values;

N is the number frequency component values in the
Fourier spectrum for the group of RF sample values;
and

p is a power greater than or equal to one.

The RF interface may be operably configured to compute a
fast Fourier transform (FFT) for each group of RF sample
values.

The RF interface may be operably configured to append
zero value samples to each group of RF sample values to
cause each the group of RF sample values to include a number
RF sample values required for computation of the fast Fourier
transform.

The RF interface may be operably configured to set at least
some of the frequency component values to a zero value
before computing the norm.

The interface may include a compression interface oper-
ably configured to receive a plurality of compressed envelope
sample values, the compressed envelope sample values rep-
resenting a compressed amplitude envelope of a radio fre-
quency (RF) signal, the RF signal representing the reflected
sound waves, and decompress the compressed envelope
sample values to produce the input sample values.

The compression interface may be operably configured to
receive logarithmically compressed sample values.

The compression interface may be operably configured to
compute the input sample values according to the relation:

X = Ke(:VDi)’

where:
X, represents values of said input sample values;
y; represents said compressed envelope sample values;
D represents a dynamic range parameter;
e is the base of the natural logarithm; and
K is a constant.

The imageformer may be a first imageformer and the inter-
face may include a brightness-mode (B-mode) interface, the
B-mode interface being operably configured to receive a plu-
rality of B-mode sample values from the ultrasonic system,
the B-mode sample values being generated by a second
imageformer associated with the ultrasound system.

The B-mode interface may be operably configured to
decompress the B-mode sample values to produce the input
sample values.

The B-mode interface may be operably configured to
receive logarithmically compressed B-mode sample values.

The B-mode interface may be operably configured to com-
pute the input sample values according to the relation:

Y
X = Kg('ﬁ)’

where:
X, represents values of said input sample values;
y, represents said compressed envelope sample values;
D represents a dynamic range parameter;
e is the base of the natural logarithm; and
K is a constant.

In accordance with another aspect of the invention there is
provided an apparatus for processing ultrasonic image sig-
nals. The apparatus includes a receiver operably configured to
receive a plurality of input sample values representing
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reflected sound waves in a ultrasonic system. The apparatus
also includes an image enhancer operably configured to expo-
nentiate each sample to produce a plurality of respective
exponentiated sample values, condition the exponentiated
sample values to produce conditioned exponentiated sample
values for receipt by an imageformer, and make the condi-
tioned exponentiated sample values available to an image-
former to produce an image representing the ultrasonic
reflections.

In accordance with another aspect of the invention there is
provided a computer readable medium encoded with codes
for directing a processor circuit to carry out a method for
processing ultrasonic image signals. The method involves
receiving a plurality of input sample values representing
reflected sound waves in a ultrasonic system, exponentiating
each input sample to produce a plurality of respective expo-
nentiated sample values, conditioning the exponentiated
sample values to produce conditioned exponentiated sample
values for receipt by an imageformer, and causing the image-
former to produce an image representing the ultrasonic sound
waves in response to the conditioned exponentiated sample
values.

In accordance with another aspect of the invention there is
provided a computer readable signal encoded with codes for
directing a processor circuit to carry out a method for pro-
cessing ultrasonic image signals. The method involves
receiving a plurality of input sample values representing
reflected sound waves in a ultrasonic system, exponentiating
each input sample to produce a plurality of respective expo-
nentiated sample values, conditioning the exponentiated
sample values to produce conditioned exponentiated sample
values for receipt by an imageformer, and causing the image-
former to produce an image representing the ultrasonic sound
waves in response to the conditioned exponentiated sample
values.

Other aspects and features of the present invention will
become apparent to those ordinarily skilled in the art upon
review of the following description of specific embodiments
of the invention in conjunction with the accompanying fig-
ures.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

In drawings which illustrate embodiments of the invention,

FIG. 1 is a perspective view of an ultrasound system;

FIG. 2 is a schematic view of a signal frame produced by
the ultrasound system shown in FI1G. 1,

FIG. 3 is a schematic view of a processor circuit used in the
ultrasound system shown in FIG. 1;

FIG. 4 is a schematic view of a plurality of functional
blocks including conventional functional blocks and func-
tional blocks implemented in accordance with embodiments
of the invention.

FIG. 5 is a flowchart including blocks of codes for directing
the processor circuit shown in FIG. 3 to implement a radio
frequency (RF) interface function;

FIG. 6 is a flowchart including blocks of codes for directing
the processor circuit shown in FIG. 3 to compute a normin the
frequency domain;

FIG. 7 is a flowchart including blocks of codes for directing
the processor circuit shown in FIG. 3 to compute a normin the
frequency domain in accordance with an alternative embodi-
ment of the invention;

FIG. 8 is a flowchart including blocks of codes for directing
the processor circuit shown in FIG. 3 to implement a com-
pression interface function;
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FIG.9isa flowchartincluding blocks of codes for directing
the processor circuit shown in FIG. 3 to implement a B-mode
interface function;

FIG. 10 is a flowchart including blocks of codes for direct-
ing the processor circuit shown in FIG. 3 to carry out expo-
nentiation of input signal values;

FIG. 11 is a flowchart including blocks of codes for direct-
ing the processor circuit shown in FIG. 3 to carry out condi-
tioning of exponentiated input sample values; and

FIG. 12 is a flowchart including blocks of codes for direct-
ing the processor circuit shown in FIG. 3 to carry out median
filtering of exponentiated input sample values.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

Ultrasound System

Referring to FIG. 1, an ultrasound system is shown gener-
ally at 100. The ultrasound system 100 includes a computer
102, a display 104, and a console 106 for controlling opera-
tion of the system. The display 104 is in communication with
the computer 102 for displaying images representing results
of an ultrasound inspection of a material.

The computer 102 includes a processor circuit 108, a signal
acquisition module 110, and an interface 112 for connecting
an ultrasound transducer 114 to the signal acquisition mod-
ule. In general, the signal acquisition module 110 receives
signals from the transducer 114 and provides digital signal
values representing the signals to the processor circuit 108. In
one embodiment the transducer 114 may include a transrectal
ultrasound (TRUS) transducer, which may be used for form-
ing images of a human prostate gland for diagnosis, for
example.

Ultrasound systems, such as the ultrasound system 100, are
available from several manufacturers. For example the Ultra-
sonix RP-500 ultrasound system and BPSL9-5 broadband
endo-rectal transducer are available from Ultrasonix Medical
Corporation, of Burnaby, BC, Canada.

In general, the transducer 114 transmits ultrasonic sound
waves into the material. The ultrasonic sound waves propa-
gate through the material and ultrasonic sound wave energy is
reflected back from locations in the material where there is a
change or a discontinuity in acoustic impedance. For
example, metal objects in a material such as a body tissue
cause a large discontinuity in acoustic impedance at an inter-
face between the material and the object, resulting in rela-
tively large reflected energy from such interfaces. In contrast
other smaller discontinuities in the tissue, due to small differ-
ences in tissue type for example, cause only weak reflections.
Such objects may include, but are not limited to, needles and
other highly reflective instruments and metallic or other
highly reflective particles implanted in the body for imaging,
diagnosis or treatment of disease, such as brachytherapy
seeds. Highly reflective objects are typically made of or
coated with metallic elements such as copper or aluminum,
steel, or other materials that reflect ultrasound waves strongly
compared to their surroundings. In particular, the metal
brachytherapy seed is a very strong reflector and much more
wave energy is reflected from the seed than from other scat-
terers in tissue. The reflected ultrasonic sound wave energy is
generally scattered back in a plurality of directions and some
of the reflected energy is received at the transducer 114,
where it is converted into representative radio frequency (RF)
analog signals by the signal acquisition module 110.

The signal acquisition module 110 then performs analog-
to-digital conversion on the RF analog signals to produce a
plurality of RF sample values at discrete time intervals in
accordance with a sampling rate of the analog-to-digital sam-
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pling process. The RF sample values thus represent the
reflected ultrasonic sound waves received by the transducer
114.

Commonly, the ultrasound system 100 performs sequential
scans representing a spatial ultrasound scan over a field of the
material, thereby producing a plurality of scan lines which are
grouped into a scan frame representing the scan of the field.

Referring to FIG. 2, an exemplary scan frame is shown
generally at 230. The scan frame 230 includes a frame header
232 and a payload 233. In this embodiment the frame header
includes a frame counter field 234 for holding a frame count,
ascanlines/frame field 236 forholding a number of scan lines
in the scan frame 230, and a samples/scan line field 238 for
holding a number of samples in each scan line. The payload
233 further includes a plurality of sample values 242. Fach
sample value 242 represents an amplitude of the reflected,
ultrasonic sound wave at a point in the scan field, as sampled
at discrete time intervals by the signal acquisition module
110. The values in the scan lines/frame field 236 and the
samples/scan line field 238 may be used to divide the scan
frame 230 into a plurality of scan lines 240, as shown in FIG.
2. In the ultrasound system 100 shown in FIG. 1; scan frames
230 are generally transmitted and stored as a serial sequence,
including the frame header 232 followed by a plurality of
sample values 242.

Each scan frame 230 represents a spatial scan of the mate-
rial and may be transmitted and processed as a “unit of data”
in the ultrasound system 100.

In some embodiments a plurality of successive scan frames
230 may be produced by the ultrasound system 100. In one
embodiment, each new scan frame 230 may be preceded by a
frame interrupt produced by the ultrasound system 100 to
indicate acquisition of a new scan frame 230. The plurality of
successive scan frames 230 may represent successive identi-
cal scans of the material and may be averaged into a single
scan frame 230 by adding or averaging corresponding sample
values across the plurality of scan frames.

Alternatively the plurality of successive scan frames 230
may be produced in response to a plurality of scans having
transmitted ultrasonic beams having differing focal charac-
teristics. For example different focal depths within the mate-
rial may be used to reduce effects of incident beam shape on
the reflected ultrasonic sound waves. A plurality of successive
scan frames 230 at different focal depths may be averaged
into a single scan frame 230 by adding or averaging corre-
sponding sample values across the plurality of scan frames.

Alternatively the plurality of successive scan frames 230
may be produced in response to a plurality of scans performed
using different beam steering angles. For example, when the
material includes a plurality of objects, some objects may be
obscured by objects that are closer to the transducer 114, and
by directing incident ultrasonic sound waves at a plurality of
angles into the material, such obscured objects may be cor-
rectly displayed in a resulting image. Furthermore in some
instances when ultrasonic sound waves are incident on an
object, the geometry of the object may result in a significant
portion of the ultrasonic energy being reflected away from the
transducer. Accordingly, directing incident ultrasonic sound
waves at a plurality of angles toward the object may cause
otherwise poorly reflecting objects to reflect a more signifi-
cant portion of ultrasonic sound energy back to the trans-
ducer.

For example, a plurality of incident ultrasonic sound waves
may be directed toward the object at angles ranging from
between -20 to 20 degrees at angular spacing intervals of 5
degrees. The scan frames produced by the signal acquisition
unit 110 may then be compounded together to produce a
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representative image. Compounding of scan frames is known
in the art and is described in several references including “D.
Christensen; Ultrasonic Bioinstrumentation, John Wiley &
Sons, Inc., New York, 1988”, “M. Berson et al. Compound
scanning with an electrically steered beam; Ultrasonic Imag-
ing, 3: 303-308, 1981” and “S. Jespersen et al. Multi-angle
compound imaging. Ultrasonic Imaging, 20: 81-102, 1998”.
Processor Circuit

The processor circuit 108 is shown in greater detail in FIG.
3. Referring to FIG. 3, the processor circuit 108 includes a
microprocessor 152, a program memory 154, a variable
memory 156, a media reader 160, and an input output port
(I/O) 162, all of which are in communication with the micro-
processor 152.

The 1/0 162 includes a receiver 164 for receiving input
signal values from the signal acquisition module 110. The
signals received from the signal acquisition module 110 gen-
erally represent ultrasound sound waves reflected from a
material (not shown) and/or objects within the material.

The 1/0 162 also includes an interface 166 producing
image display signals for displaying ultrasound images on the
display 104.

Program codes for directing the microprocessor 152 to
carry out various signal processing functions are stored in the
program memory 154, which may be implemented as a ran-
dom access memory (RAM) and/or a hard disk drive, or a
combination thereof.

The program memory 154 includes a store 180 for storing
codes for providing operating system (O/S) functions for the
ultrasound system 100.

The program memory 154 also includes an application
program memory area 181, generally including codes for
causing the ultrasound system 100 to carry out conventional
functions associated with operating the ultrasound system
100. The application program memory area 181 includes a
store 182 for storing codes for controlling the acquisition of
ultrasound signals through the signal acquisition module 110.

The application program memory area 181 also includes a
store 184 for storing codes for causing the processor circuit
108 to provide an envelope detection function, a store 186 for
storing codes for causing the processor circuit to provide a
compression function, and a store 188 for storing codes for
causing the processor circuit to provide imageformer func-
tions.

The program memory 154 also includes a memory area
190, generally including codes for causing the ultrasound
system 100 to carry out functions in accordance with various
aspects of the invention.

The memory area 190 includes a store 192 for storing codes
for causing the processor circuit 108 to provide a radio fre-
quency (RF) interface routine, a store 194 for storing codes
for causing the processor circuit to provide an envelope inter-
face routine, a store 196 for storing codes for causing the
processor circuit to provide a compression interface routine,
and a store 198 for storing codes for causing the processor
circuit to provide a B-mode interface routine.

The memory area 190 further includes a store 200 for
storing codes for causing the processor circuit 108 to provide
image enhancement functions, and a store 202 for storing
codes for causing the processor circuit to provide condition-
ing functions.

The variable memory 156 includes a frame input buffer 210
including a plurality of stores for storing input scan frames
230 (shown in FIG. 2), and a frame image buffer 212 for
storing processed scan frames.
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The variable memory 156 further includes a store 218 for
storing a beam angle associated with incident sound waves
produced by the transducer 114, and a store 220 for storing an
exponent value.

The variable memory 156 may be implemented as a ran-
dom access memory (RAM) and/or a hard disk drive, or a
combination thereof.

Functional Block Diagram

Referring to FIG. 4, functions provided by the program
codes stored in the program memory 154 (shown in FIG. 3)
are shown as functional blocks at 250. The blocks 250 gen-
erally co-operate to cause the processor circuit 108 to provide
ultrasound system functions and other functions in accor-
dance with aspects of the invention.

The blocks 250 include a plurality of functional blocks 252
conventionally provided by the ultrasound system 100 shown
in FIG. 1. These blocks include envelope detection functions
254, compression functions 256, and imageformer functions
258. In the ultrasound system 100 shown in FIG. 1, the blocks
252 generally cooperate to produce a brightness-mode
(B-mode) image at the imageformer 258. In general the enve-
lope detection block 254 receives RF sample values from the
signal acquisition module 110 and produces baseband enve-
lope sample values, which are then compressed by the com-
pression block 256 and provided to the imageformer 258,
which produces a B-mode image. The B-mode image may
then be displayed on the display 104.

The blocks 250 further include blocks according to aspects
of the invention, including a radio frequency (RF) interface,
an envelope interface 262, a compression interface 264, and a
B-mode interface 266, each of which is operable to produce
input signal values for processing by a set of image enhance-
ment functional blocks 268.

In general, the RF sample values produced by the signal
acquisition module 110 are stored as scan frames in the frame
input buffer 210 of the variable memory 156 (shown in FIG.
3). The number of RF sample values in a scan line and the
number of scan lines in each scan frame may vary depending
on the configuration of the ultrasound system 100. Accord-
ingly when reading the scan frames 230, the number of scan
lines/frame and the number of samples/scan line are read
from the frame header 232, before separating RF sample
values into the scan lines 240. The scan frames 230 are made
available to the interface functional blocks 260, 262, 264, and
266 for processing into input signal values for processing in
accordance with aspects of the invention.

RF Interface Process

Referring to FIG. 5, a flowchart of blocks of codes for
directing the microprocessor 152 (shown in FIG. 3) to provide
the RF interface function 260 is shown generally at 300. The
actual code to implement each block may be written in any
suitable program language, such as C, and/or C++, for
example.

The RF interface function begins at block 301 which
directs the microprocessor 152 to read the frame header 232
of the scan frame 230 to determine the number of scan lines/
frame and the number of samples/scan line in the scan frame
data.

Block 302 then directs the microprocessor 152 to read the
RF sample values stored by the signal acquisition unit 110 in
the frame input buffer 210 in accordance with the values of
the scan lines/frame and the samples/scan line read in block
301.

Block 304 then directs the microprocessor 152 to group the
RF sample values read from the frame input buffer 210 into
groups of RF sample values. Each group of RF sample values
includes a plurality of contiguous sample values associated
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with a respective time segment of the RF sample values. In
one embodiment the number of samples in each group and
hence the size of the corresponding time segment may be
selected in proportion to a size of an object that it is desired to
locate in the material. For example, if it is desired to locate a
very small object, it may be desirable to use smaller groups
representing short time segments.

Block 306 then directs the microprocessor 152 to find a
norm for each group of RF samples. In general the norm is a
function that assigns a size to the plurality of RF sample
values in the group.

The process then continues at block 308, which directs the
microprocessor 152 to store the norm sample values in the
frame image buffer 212 as input signal values. In embodi-
ments where the groups of RF sample values include more
than one RF sample value, the RF sample values are down-
sampled when computing the norms for the groups of RF
sample values, and accordingly the RF interface may provide
input sample values having less sample values than the RF
sample values received from the signal acquisition module
110.

Time Domain Norm

In one embodiment the norm for each group of RF sample
values is computed in the time domain according to the rela-
tion:

R 15 Eqn 1
%= [Z x,1? }
=1
where:
x; are the RF sample values in the group of RF sample
values;
nis the number of RF samples in the group of RF sample
values;

7, is the input sample value computed for the i group of
RF sample values; and
p is a power greater than or equal to one.

In Eqn 1, when p=1 then the norm represents a sum of the
absolute values of the RF sample values in the group. When
p=2 then the norm generally represents an average power of
the group of sample values. When p is very large then a
maximum sample value in the group will dominate, and when
p=2 (infinity) then the norm is a maximum sample value in
the group.

Advantageously the computed norm for each group of RF
sample values provides a single input sample value represent-
ing the group. The input sample values are used in further
processing in accordance with aspects of the invention.
Frequency Domain Norm

In another embodiment the norm is found by computing a
Fourier spectrum of each group of sample values.

Referring to FIG. 6, a flowchart including blocks of code
for directing the microprocessor 152 to compute a norminthe
frequency domain for each group of RF sample values is
shown generally at 310.

The process begins at block 312, which directs the micro-
processor 152 to apply a window function to the RF sample
values in each group. The window function operates to reduce
spectral leakage caused by samples at the beginning and the
end of the group potentially having non-zero values. The
window function generally forces values at the beginning and
end of the group of sample values to have zero or minimum
values, thus preventing generation of leakage frequency com-
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ponents that are not present in the first signals, when applying
a subsequent Fourier transform to the discrete time samples.

Commonly used window functions include a Hamming
window, a Hanning window, and a Kaiser window for
example. Other window functions such as rectangle, triangle,
Gaussian, and Blackman windows may alternatively be used.
After multiplication by the window function, which has a
window length equal to the number of samples in the group,
the sample values at the beginning and the end of the group
are sef to a zero or a minimum value.

Block 316 then directs the microprocessor 152 to find the
Fourier spectrum for each group of RF sample values. In one
embodiment a fast Fourier transform (FFT) function is used
to compute Fourier spectral components of group of sample
values.

Block 320 then directs the microprocessor 152 to take a
norm of the modulus of the Fourier spectrum to reduce the
plurality of frequency component values to a single value for
the group, according to the relation:

1 Eqn 2
> 4
Zi=

N
PNEAG
k=1

where:

X, are the frequency component values of the Fourier
spectrum for the group of RF sample values;

7,is the input sample value computed for the i group, of
RF sample values;

N is the number frequency component values in the
Fourier spectrum for the group of RF sample values;
and

p is a power greater than or equal to one.

For example, taking the norm may involve summing the
squared modulus of each of a plurality of FFT frequency
components.

Alternative Norm Computation

Referring to FIG. 7, a flowchart including blocks of code
for directing the microprocessor 152 to compute a norm in the
frequency domain in accordance with an alternate embodi-
ment is shown generally at 322.

The process begins at block 323 which directs the micro-
processor 152 to apply a window function to a group of
sample values, as described above.

The process continues at block 314, which directs the
microprocessor 152 to perform zero padding of the sample
values. In general, zero padding is applied when the number
of discrete time samples in the time segment do not correctly
match a number of samples required for a particular Fourier
transform process (for example the Fourier transform algo-
rithm used may require an even number of time samples, and
in this case a zero sample may need to be added to the
beginning or end of the time segment if the time segment
includes an odd number of samples).

Block 327 then directs the microprocessor 152 to compute
a Fourier spectrum of each group of sample values as
described above.

The process then continues at block 318, which directs the
microprocessor 152 to perform spectral filtering on the Fou-
rier spectrum produced at block 327 to produce a group of
frequency samples by selecting a desired range of frequency
components to be included in the group of frequency samples.

Block 329 then directs the microprocessor 152 to compute
the norm of the group of selected frequency components as
described above.
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Envelope Interface

As described above in reference to FIGS. 1 and 4, the
envelope detection functional block 254 in the ultrasound
system 100 provides amplitude envelope sample values gen-
erally representing a baseband amplitude envelope of the RF
sample values provided by the signal acquisition module 110.
The envelope detection function 254 may cause the RF
sample values to be down-sampled, such that there are less
input sample values than RF sample values, or the number if
samples may be preserved when finding the envelope of the
RF sample values.

In ultrasound systems that include the envelope detection
function represented by block 254, envelope sample values
are already available, and may be read from the frame input
buffer 210 by the envelope interface 262 and made available
as input sample values for receipt by the image enhancement
functional blocks 268 without further processing.
Compression Interface

In other embodiments, the envelope sample values pro-
vided by the envelope detection function may not be avail-
able, or may only be available as compressed envelope
sample values provided by the compression function 256,
which may logarithmically compress the input sample values.

Referring to FIG. 8, a flowchart of blocks of codes for
directing the microprocessor 152 to provide the compression
interface functions 264 is shown generally at 330.

The compression interface function begins at block 331
which directs the microprocessor 152 to read the frame
header (232) of the scan frame (230) to determine the number
of scan lines/frame and the number of samples/scan line in the
scan frame data.

Block 332 then directs the microprocessor 152 to read the
compressed envelope values from the frame input buffer
(210) in accordance with the values of the scan lines/frame
and the samples/scan line read in block 331.

Block 334 then directs the microprocessor 152 to decom-
press the compressed envelope sample values to produce
decompressed envelope sample values.

Where the compression function 256 has logarithmically
compressed the envelope sample values provided by the enve-
lope detection function 254 the decompression may be pet-
formed by applying the relation:

Zi= K@(%) Eqn 3

where:
7, represents values of the input sample values;
y, represents the compressed envelope sample values;
D represents a dynamic range parameter;
e is the base of the natural logarithm; and
K is a constant.
The value of the dynamic range parameter D may be esti-
mated in according to the relation:

2\/@ Eqn 4
D, =

where:
D, represents an estimated value of D; and
V represents a statistical variance of the compressed
sample values.
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In other embodiments the decompression function may be
applied to decompress sample values that have been com-
pressed using other compression functions or algorithms.

The process then continues at block 336, which directs the
microprocessor 152 to store the decompressed sample values
in the frame input buffer 212 as input signal values.
B-Mode Interface Process

In general, the imageformer function 258 may implement
various processing functions on the compressed envelope
sample values produced by the compression function 256.
For example, in some embodiments the imageformer may
perform coordinate transformation to cause images produced
using non-rectangular transducer geometries to be displayed
correctly on a rectangular display. Other processing such as
down-sampling, interpolation and/or scaling of the sample
values may be required to produce image data suitable for
display on a particular display, for example.

Accordingly, the B-mode image sample values produced
by the imageformer 258 generally include compressed enve-
lope sample values that may have been subject to additional
processing. In some ultrasound systems, the RF. envelope,
and/or compressed sample values may not be made available.
In such cases, only B-mode image sample values may be
available for further processing.

Referring to FIG. 9, a flowchart of blocks of codes for
directing the microprocessor 152 to provide the B-mode
interface functions (266) is shown generally at 350.

The B-mode interface function begins at block 351, which
directs the microprocessor 152 to read the frame header (232)
of the scan frame (230) to determine the number of scan
lines/frame and the number of samples/scan line in the scan
frame data.

Block 352 then directs the microprocessor 152 to read the
B-mode sample values produced by the imageformer func-
tion 258 in accordance with the values of the scan lines/frame
and the samples/scan line read in block 351. Such values may
be available at a display interface output (not shown) for
example.

Block 354 then directs the microprocessor 152 to decom-
press the compressed envelope sample values. I one embodi-
ment the decompression is performed according to Eqn 3 and
Eqn 4 above. The decompressed sample values are then made
available by the B-mode interface 266 as input sample values.

In general, the RF interface 360, the envelope interface
262, the compression interface 264, and the B-mode interface
266 operate on data in the frame input buffer 210 and store
processed input signal value scan frames in the frame image
buffer 212.

Image Enhancement

In accordance with one aspect of the invention the image
enhancement functional blocks 268 operate on processed
input sample values stored in the frame image buffer 212.

The image enhancement blocks 268 include an expansion
routine 270 for exponentiating each sample value to produce
a plurality of respective exponentiated sample values. The
image enhancement blocks 268 also include a conditioning
routine 272 for conditioning the exponentiated sample values
produced by the expansion routine to produce conditioned
exponentiated sample values.

The conditioned exponentiated sample values are then
made available to an imageformer functional block 274 to
produce an enhanced image representing the ultrasonic
reflections. The enhanced image may be displayed on the
display 104.
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Exponentiation

Referring to FIG. 10, a flowchart of blocks of code for
directing the microprocessor 152 to carry out expansion of the
input signal values according to block 270 in FIG. 4, is shown
generally at 370.

The expansion of the input sample values begins at block
371, which directs the microprocessor 152 to read the frame
header (232) of the scan frame (230) to determine the number
of scan lines/frame and the number of samples/scan line in the
scan frame data.

Block 372, then directs the microprocessor 152 to read the
processed input sample values from the frame image buffer
210 in accordance with the values of the scan lines/frame and
the samples/scan line read in block 371.

Block 374 then directs the microprocessor 152 to exponen-
tiate each of the input sample values.

In general exponentiation of the input sample values causes
sample values of greater magnitude to be expanded or while
sample values having smaller magnitude are either expanded
to a lesser degree, left unchanged, or compressed. For
example in one embodiment the exponentiation is performed
in accordance with the relation:

Z=z¥ Eqn5

where:
z, represents values of the input sample values;
7, represents the exponentiated input sample values; and
p represents a power greater than or equal to one.

For values of p>1, input samples that have a value of less
than or equal to 1 are either unaffected by the exponentiation
or compressed by the exponentiation. Input samples that have
input values greater than 1 will have exponentiated sample
values that are proportionally increased. Accordingly, Eqn 5
causes input samples having values less than a minimum
value (in this case 1) to be compressed while other samples
are expanded, thereby reducing noise in the exponentiated
sample values. The exponent p may be set to a fixed exponent
value such as 2, or the exponent may be variable and set by an
operator of the ultrasound system 100 and stored in the store
220 in the variable memory 156.

Alternatively, in another embodiment the exponentiation
may be performed in accordance with the relation:

4

7= A7) Eqn 6

where:
7, represents values of the input sample values;
7, represents the exponentiated input sample values;
¢ is the base of the natural logarithm; and
K is a constant.

The constant K is generally selected to scale the sample
values appropriately to obtain exponentiated sample values
having a scaling suitable for further processing and/or dis-
play.

Alternatively, the exponentiation may be performed using
a look-up table that maps input sample values to exponenti-
ated sample values such that input samples having greater
values are expanded while input samples having lower values
are either compressed or expanded to a lesser degree.

Still referring to FIG. 10, the process then continues at
block 376, which directs the microprocessor 152 to store the
exponentiated sample values in the frame image buffer 212.
Conditioning

Referring to FIG. 11, a flowchart including blocks of code
for directing the microprocessor 152 to carry out conditioning
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of the exponentiated input sample values is shown generally
at 400. In general, conditioning may include one or more
processing steps such as filtering, thresholding, and/or other
processing of the exponentiated sample values to produce
conditioned exponentiated sample values that facilitate pro-
ducing an enhanced image on the display 104 (shown in FIG.
1).

The process begins at block 401, which directs the micro-
processor 152 to read the frame header (232) of the scan
frame (230) to determine the number of scan lines/frame and
the number of samples/scan line in the scan frame data.

Block 402 then directs the microprocessor 152 to read the
exponentiated input sample values from the frame image
buffer 212 in accordance with the values of the scan lines/
frame and the samples/scan line read in block 401.

Block 404 then directs the microprocessor 152 to condition
the exponentiated input sample values.

In one embodiment of the invention the conditioning pro-
vided by block 404 272 may include median filtering function
405 for filtering the exponentiated sample values, as
described below, or a thresholding function 407.

Median Filtering

Referring to FIG. 12, a flowchart including blocks of code
for directing the microprocessor 152 to median filter the
exponentiated sample values is shown generally at 430. The
flowchart 430 effectively directs the processor to implement a
one-dimensional median filter process which is performed
individually on each scan line in the scan frame.

The process begins at block 431, which directs the micro-
processor 152 to read the i, sample value in the first scan line
(in this case the first sample value 7).

Block 432 then directs the microprocessor 152 to check
whether the sample value is either the first or the last sample
value in the scan line, in which case the process continues at
block 434. Block 434 directs the microprocessor 152 to dupli-
cate the sample value. If the sample is the first sample then the
sample value 7,_, is set to the value of the sample Z,. If the
sample is the last sample then the sample value 7., | is set to
the value of the sample Z,.

The process then continues at block 436, which directs the
microprocessor 152 to read the sample values 7Z,_, and 7, ,.
In this embodiment the median filtering involves a window
size of three sample values, although in other embodiments
the number of samples in the window may be any odd number
of samples.

Block 438 then directs the microprocessor 152 to order the
sample values 7,_;, Z,, and Z,,, in numerically increasing
order.

Block 440 then directs the microprocessor 152 to set the
sample value Z, to the sample value in the center of the three
sample window.

The process then continues at block 442, which directs the
microprocessor 152 to check whether the sample 7, was the
last sample in the scan frame, in which case the process ends
as indicated at 444. If the sample Z, was not the last sample
then the process continues at block 431 and blocks 431 to 442
are repeated.

Advantageously, the size of the median filter sample win-
dow may be selected in proportion to a size of an object,
which it is desired to locate within the material being scanned
by the ultrasound system. Accordingly, median filter win-
dows having a larger number of samples may be selected
when it is desired to locate larger objects in the material. Note
that median filters generally comprise an odd number of
samples in the sample window.

In other embodiments a two-dimensional median filtering
process may be implemented in place of or in addition to the
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one-dimensional median filtering process 430. Two dimen-
sional-median filter is a simple extension of the process 430,
which in addition to filtering sample values along each scan
line, also filters values across multiple scan lines. For
example, a two-dimensional median filter window having
three samples along the scan line and three samples across
three adjacent scan lines may be implemented. The 3x3 filter
window is centered on a sample Z, and sample values are first
ordered numerically along the scan line, and then ordered
across the scan lines. The sample value Zi is set to the sample
value appearing in the center of the 3x3 filter window. When
filtering either the first or the last scan line, the respective scan
lines are duplicated to facilitate filtering these scan lines that
do not have adjacent scan lines on either side.

Advantageously, as in the case of one-dimensional median
filtering the size of the filter window may be selected in
proportion to a size of an object that it is desired to locate in
the material when applying two-dimensional median filter-
ing.

Thresholding

Referring back to FIG. 11, block 404 may further direct the
microprocessor 152 to perform the thresholding function 407
on the exponentiated input signal values as an alternative to
the median filtering function 405, or in addition to median
filtering. Thresholding generally involves setting exponenti-
ated sample values that meet a criterion to a reference value.

In one embodiment exponentiated samples having a value
less than a reference threshold value are set to a minimum
sample value, such as zero. In other embodiments exponen-
tiated sample values having a value greater than a maximum
threshold value are set to the maximum threshold value.

The criterion may thus include meeting either a maximum
or a minimum threshold. In one embodiment threshold levels
may be set for a scan line, a scan frame or for some portion of
the scan line or the scan frame. For example, one-dimensional
or two-dimensional maximum filtering may be used to deter-
mine alocal maximum sample value and the threshold may be
set in proportion to local maximum sample value.

Alternatively or additionally, the conditioning in block 404
may include other digital filtering techniques.

Still referring to FIG. 11, after the input sample values are
exponentiated, the process continues at block 406, which
directs the microprocessor 152 to make the conditioned expo-
nentiated input sample values available to the imageformer
function 274. Alternatively or additionally, block 406 may
direct the microprocessor 152 to store the conditioned expo-
nentiated input sample values in the frame image buffer 212
for later access or display.

Referring back to FIG. 4, the imageformer function 274
may be conventional and may be provided by the ultrasound
system 100. Alternatively, in some embodiments the condi-
tioned exponentiated sample values produced by the condi-
tioning function 272 may be provided to the imageformer
258, where permitted by the configuration of the ultrasound
system 100.

In an alternative embodiment, successive scans may be
performed at different beam steering angles as described
above and the plurality of successive scan frames 230 at
different beam steering angles may be provided individually
to the image enhancer blocks 268 shown in FIG. 4. After
enhancement, the enhanced images corresponding to the plu-
rality of scan frames may then be compounded into a single
image for display, as described above.

In other embodiments, the processor circuit 108 shown in
FIG. 1 and FIG. 3 may be implemented using parallel micro-
processors and/or using field programmable gate array
(FPGA) technologies. In practice ultrasound systems are pro-
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duced using a variety of different architectures and some of
the embodiments described herein may be more conveniently
implemented depending on the hardware configuration of the
ultrasound system.

Furthermore the various functions described with refer-
ence to FIG. 3 and FIG. 4 may combined or performed in
different sequence to achieve the same result. For example, at
block 320 in FIG. 6, when taking the modulus of the fre-
quency components, one may perform exponentiation at the
same time by squaring each frequency component value
before summing thus performing exponentiation in combina-
tion with finding the norm of the RF sample values.

Advantageously, the enhancement functional blocks 268
operate on input samples received from one of the interface
functions 260, 262, 264, or 266 shown in FIG. 4, to produce
enhanced images of objects within the material being
inspected by the ultrasound system. In the enhanced images,
expansion of input sample values emphasizes large sample
values over smaller sample values. In generally the smaller
sample values may represent noise or reflections from other
scatterers within the material. The enhanced images thus
provide improved image contrast, particularly when viewing
objects that are good reflectors of incident ultrasonic waves.

While specific embodiments of the invention have been
described and illustrated, such embodiments should be con-
sidered illustrative of the invention only and not as limiting
the invention as construed in accordance with the accompa-
nying claims.

What is claimed is:

1. A method for processing ultrasonic image signals for
imaging a small strong reflector object within a material, the
method comprising:

receiving a plurality of radio frequency (RF) input sample

values representing reflected sound waves in a ultrasonic
system;
grouping said RF sample values into groups of RF sample
values comprising a plurality of contiguous sample val-
ues associated with a respective time segment of said RF
sample values, each group having a number of samples
selected in proportion to a size of the reflector object;

computing a norm value for each group of RF sample
values to produce a plurality of respective norm values;

expanding said norm values by raising each norm value to
apower greater than one to produce a plurality of respec-
tive expanded norm values;

thresholding said expanded norm values to produce a plu-

rality of thresholded values for receipt by an image-
former; and

causing said imageformer to produce an image represent-

ing said ultrasonic sound waves in response to said
thresholded values.

2. The method of claim 1 wherein receiving said plurality
of RF input sample values comprises receiving a plurality of
input RF sample values produced by compounding RF
sample values representing reflected sound waves produced
by incident ultrasonic sound waves having at least one of
differing focal characteristics and differing beam steering
angles.

3. The method of claim 2 wherein contiguous groups of a
pre-defined number of RF input sample values are associated
with scan lines and wherein said scan lines define a scan
frame representing a spatial ultrasound scan of a material, and
further comprising:

receiving a plurality of scan frames representing succes-

sive ultrasound scans of said material produced by inci-
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dent ultrasonic sound waves having at least one of dif-
fering focal characteristics and differing beam steering
angles; and

wherein causing said imageformer to produce said image

further comprises compounding thresholded values in
said plurality of scan frames before causing said image-
former to produce said image.
4. The method of claim 1 wherein said thresholding com-
prises at least one of:
setting expanded samples having a value less than a refer-
ence threshold value to a minimum sample value; and

setting expanded sample values having a value greater than
a maximum threshold value to said maximum threshold
value.

5. The method of claim 1 further comprising producing
said plurality of RF input sample values.

6. The method of claim 5 wherein producing said plurality
of RF input sample values comprises:

receiving a plurality of compressed envelope sample val-

ues, said compressed envelope sample values represent-
ing a compressed amplitude envelope of a radio fre-
quency (RF) signal, said RF signal representing the
reflected sound waves; and

decompressing said compressed envelope sample values to

produce said RF input sample values.

7. The method of claim 6 wherein receiving said plurality
of compressed envelope sample values comprises receiving
logarithmically compressed sample values.

8. The method of claim 7 wherein said decompressing
comprises computing said RF input sample values according
to the relation:

X = Ke(%),

where:
x; represents values of said RF input sample values;
y, represents said compressed envelope sample values;
D represents a dynamic range parameter;
e is the base of the natural logarithm; and
K is a constant.

9. The method of claim 5 wherein said imageformer is a
first imageformer and wherein producing said plurality of RF
input sample values comprises:

receiving a plurality of brightness-mode (B-mode) sample

values, said B-mode sample values being generated by a
second imageformer associated with the ultrasound sys-
tem; and

decompressing said B-mode sample values to produce said

RF input sample values.

10. The method of claim 9 wherein receiving said plurality
of B-mode sample values comprises receiving logarithmi-
cally compressed B-mode sample values.

11. The method of claim 10 wherein said decompressing
comprises computing said RF input sample values according
to the relation:

Y
X = Kg(ﬁ)’

where:
x, represents said RF input sample values;
y, represents said B-mode sample values;
D represents a dynamic range parameter;
e is the base of the natural logarithm; and
K is a constant.
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12. The method of claim 1 wherein computing said norm
comprises computing a norm for each group of RF sample
values according to the relation:

1

ST
zi= lejlp
=

where:

x; are the RF sample values in said group of RF sample
values;

7, is the input sample value computed for the i group of
RF sample values; and

p is a power greater than or equal to one.

13. The method of claim 1 further comprising applying a
window function to said RF sample values in each group of
RF sample values.

14. The method of claim 13 wherein finding said norm
comprises for each group of RF sample values:

computing a discrete Fourier transform for each group of

RF sample values to produce a plurality of frequency
component values associated with each said group of RF
sample values; and

computing a norm of said plurality of frequency compo-

nent values associated with each said group of RF
samples.

15. The method of claim 14 wherein computing said norm
comprises computing a norm according to the relation:

L
P
i =

N
LA
k=1

where:

X, are the frequency component values of the Fourier
spectrum for the group of RF sample values;

7, is the input sample value computed for the i group of
RF sample values;

N is the number frequency component values in the
Fourier spectrum for the group of RF sample values;
and

p is a power greater than or equal to one.

16. The method of claim 14 wherein computing said dis-
crete Fourier transform comprises computing a fast Fourier
transform (FFT) for each group of RF sample values.

10

15

20

25

30

40

45

26

17. An apparatus for processing ultrasonic image signals
for imaging a small strong reflector object within a material,
the apparatus comprising:
a receiver for receiving a plurality of radio frequency (RF)
input sample values representing reflected sound waves
in a ultrasonic system, said receiver being operably con-
figured to group said RF sample values into groups of RF
sample values comprising a plurality of contiguous
sample values associated with a respective time segment
of said RF sample values, each group having a number of
samples selected in proportion to a size of the reflector
object;
compute a norm value for each group of RF sample values
to produce a plurality of respective norm values;
an image enhancer operably configured to:
expand said norm values by raising each norm value to a
power greater than one to produce a plurality of
respective expanded norm values;

threshold said expanded norm values to produce a plu-
rality of thresholded values for receipt by an image-
former; and

an imageformer operably configured to produce an image
representing said ultrasonic sound waves in response to
said thresholded values.

18. A non-transitory computer readable medium encoded
with codes for directing a processor circuit to carry out a
method for processing ultrasonic image signals for imaging a
small strong reflector object within a material, the method
comprising:

receiving a plurality of radio frequency (RF) input sample
values representing reflected sound waves in a ultrasonic
system;

grouping said RF sample values into groups of RF sample
values comprising a plurality of contiguous sample val-
ues associated with a respective time segment of said RF
sample values, each group having a number of samples
selected in proportion to a size of the reflector object;

computing a norm value for each group of RF sample
values to produce a plurality of respective norm values;

expanding said norm values by raising each norm value to
apower greater than one to produce a plurality of respec-
tive expanded norm values;

thresholding said expanded norm values to produce a plu-
rality of thresholded values for receipt by an image-
former; and

causing said imageformer to produce an image represent-
ing said ultrasonic sound waves in response to said
thresholded values.
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