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1
SKIN TEST IMAGE ANALYSIS
APPARATUSES AND METHODS THEREOF

This application is a continuation-in-part of prior appli-
cation Ser. No. 13/076,182, filed Mar. 30, 2011, which is
herein incorporated by reference.

FIELD

This invention generally relates to systems and methods
for biomedical image analysis, and more specifically, to
systems and methods for skin test image analysis.

BACKGROUND

Image processing used for skin assessment, such as for
measurement of an allergic or skin reaction during standard
Skin Prick Testing, is hampered by a number of variables
that are often not well controlled and can even be inconsis-
tent within a typical medical dermatology or allergy prac-
tice. Specific variables that can affect measurement accuracy
include the following:

Lighting conditions: Ambient light can vary due to vari-
ables such as type of fluorescent or incandescent light source
used, illumination angle, and collimation of light illuminat-
ing the subject’s arm or back, to name a few.

Visual acuity and skill of nurse or other practitioner:
Depending on the visual acuity and judgment of the prac-
titioner administering the allergy test or performing other
skin imaging, measurement variability can result even under
well-controlled lighting conditions. Even among well-
trained professionals, the resulting measurement is ulti-
mately subjective due to differences in criteria and judgment
for wheal/flare visibility.

Irregularity and asymmetry of reactions: Wheal features,
geometries, and dimensions, including pseudopodia and
other irregular skin reactions can vary from one patient to
the next. Such irregularity complicates quantification of
reaction extent.

Differences in patient skin tone and overall skin condi-
tion: Skin color, differences in overall melanin content,
aging, and other factors complicate the task of achieving a
consistent basis for measurement, including measurements
of change in reaction over time.

As is well known to those who study the subject in detail,
human skin is itself highly variable from one person to the
next and exhibits significant differences even over different
areas of the same person. The task of making accurate
measurements of features on the skin surface is highly
complex when compared with making comparable measure-
ments of relatively homogeneous surfaces. The complexity
of this task is particularly appreciated by practitioners who
test skin response for determining allergic sensitivity. Cur-
rent test methods that analyze test results using the human
eye can be cumbersome, inaccurate, and time-consuming, as
well as uncomfortable for the patient. The accuracy of
current manual test methods is disappointing. There is a
significant chance of error due to the complicated nature of
the steps involved in executing the test sequence and ana-
lyzing results. Coupled with these problems is the overall
difficulty of getting patients into an office for testing, par-
ticularly for elderly or pediatric patients, and for under-
served patient populations.

Current skin prick testing for allergic reaction requires
using extensive amounts of the skin surface area. For
example, the conventional skin prick test for 24 different
allergens requires use of both arms of a typical patient, with
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as much as 1 or more inches between each skin prick site.
Improvements for more efficient testing have been proposed,
such as the skin test device described in U.S. Pat. No.
5,099,857 entitled “Medical Testing Device with Calibrated
Indicia” to Baldo et al. (Baldo *857) that packages a number
of capsules and needles for allergen testing in a single patch.
Baldo ’857 states that a minimum distance between capsule/
needle units should be about 20 mm, so that a 4x6 test patch
array with 24 skin prick sites would require an area of the
skin of at least about 80x120=9600 mm”.

Conventional testing methods are disclosed in a reference
paper relating to image processing on wheals: “Automatic
Measurement of Skin Wheals Provoked by Skin Prick
Tests”, Stud. Health Technol. Infor. 2005, Vol 116, pp
441-446 by M. Prinz, K. Vigl, and S. Wohrl. In this case,
wheals are identified, and their outlines marked on a separate
sheet for transfer to a computer scan able medium. The
process requires manual identification and outlining of the
wheal dimensions. It is time-consuming and is prone to the
same human measurement errors as the standard skin prick
test. It is impractical to use this method for small wheal
diameter measurement.

There is a need to have a means to interpret and analyze
skin response data in a consistent and straightforward man-
ner that provides improved accuracy over existing methods.
What is desired is an easy and consistent methodology to
automatically analyze the image data obtained by allergy
testing.

SUMMARY

An apparatus for skin testing includes a housing with an
opening which defines a field of view of a skin testing
region, an image sensing apparatus, an illumination appa-
ratus, a binding apparatus, and an image processing con-
troller. The image sensing apparatus is positioned with
respect to the housing to capture one or more images in the
field of view provided by the opening in the housing. The
illumination apparatus is positioned within the housing to
direct light towards at least a portion of the field of view
provided by the opening in the housing. The binding appa-
ratus detachably secures the housing with the opening over
the skin testing region and maintains a substantially fixed
optical distance between the image sensing apparatus and
the skin testing region. The image processing controller is
configured to analyze two or more test samples sites which
are spaced fifteen mm or less apart in the field of view in
each of the one or more captured images from the image
sensing apparatus and provide a skin test result for each of
the two or more test sample sites.

A method for making an apparatus for skin testing
includes providing a housing with an opening which defines
a field of view of a skin testing region. An image sensing
apparatus is positioned with respect to the housing to capture
one or more images in the field of view provided by the
opening in the housing. The illumination apparatus is posi-
tioned with respect to the housing to direct light towards at
least a portion of the field of view provided by the opening
in the housing. A binding apparatus is provided that detach-
ably secures the housing with the opening over the skin
testing region and maintains a substantially fixed optical
distance between the image sensing apparatus and the skin
testing region. An image processing controller is provided
that is configured to analyze two or more test samples sites
which are spaced fifteen mm or less apart in the field of view
in each of the one or more captured images from the image
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sensing apparatus and provide a skin test result for each of
the two or more test sample sites.

The present invention addresses the need for improved
accuracy and ease of use of allergy testing and other skin
measurement devices. By utilizing the present invention, an
allergy test evaluation can produce significantly more pre-
cise and accurate results. This invention provides a number
of advantages.

Some examples of the apparatus of the present invention
strictly control skin test parameters since the illumination
and imaging components are invariant test-to-test and are
independent on the judgment of persons administering the
test. For these reasons, digital measurements are substan-
tially more reproducible and accurate than conventional
visual/subjective methods for allergy and skin testing.

The digital imaging system and methods described herein
help to reduce the impact of human subjectivity and visual
acuity as variables, thereby resulting in improved measure-
ment accuracy. This enables faster evaluation, reduced train-
ing requirements, and allows analysis from locations
removed from the test site.

Among other advantages offered by the apparatus of the
present invention are measurement methods that can help to
reduce the impact of skin coloration on measurement accu-
racy. Reaction dimensions and color changes as well as
contour changes can be measured quantitatively with
improved accuracy and consistency over existing methods.
The area of the skin that is needed for testing response to a
number of allergens is a small fraction of the minimum
required using conventional methods. In addition, kinetic
data showing rates of change in reaction response can also
be obtained with improved accuracy.

These advantages can be realized by a method for skin
testing including: obtaining one or more baseline images of
a skin test area; obtaining an assessment image of the skin
test area; subtracting the baseline image from the assessment
image to produce a difference image; reducing image noise
in the difference image; applying a contrast stretch function
to the difference image to produce a contrast stretched
difference image; and determining a wheal measurement
based on the contrast stretched difference image.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG. 1A is a top view showing wheal features in simpli-
fied schematic form.

FIG. 1B is a cross-sectional side view of a wheal, showing
wheal features in simplified schematic form.

FIG. 2A is a perspective view of a skin testing apparatus
on the arm of a patient according to one embodiment of the
present invention.

FIG. 2B is a perspective view of a skin testing apparatus
on the arm of a patient according to an alternate embodiment
of the present invention.

FIG. 2C is a perspective view of a skin testing apparatus
on some other portion of the anatomy of a patient according
to another alternate embodiment of the present invention.

FIG. 3 is an enlarged perspective view of the skin testing
apparatus shown in FIG. 2.

FIG. 4A is a transverse cross-sectional view of the skin
testing apparatus that shows components internal to the
housing, with particular focus on components used to intro-
duce materials to the skin.

FIG. 4B is a longitudinal cross-sectional view of the skin
testing apparatus that shows components internal to the
housing, with particular focus on components used to intro-
duce materials to the skin.
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FIGS. 5A, 5B, 5C, 5D, and 5E show the sequence for
using a microlancet array or other type of test cartridge to
introduce the test material to the skin according to one
embodiment of the present invention.

FIG. 6 is a cross-sectional view showing components of
the image forming apparatus within the housing of the skin
testing apparatus.

FIG. 7A is a longitudinal cross-sectional view that shows
a portion of the illumination components used for imaging
according to one embodiment of the present invention.

FIG. 7B is a longitudinal cross-sectional view that shows
another portion of the illumination components used for
imaging according to one embodiment of the present inven-
tion.

FIG. 7C is a partial perspective cutaway view that shows
illumination components used for imaging according to an
alternate embodiment of the present invention.

FIG. 8A is a transverse cross-sectional view of the hous-
ing of the skin testing apparatus showing the optional use of
a skin attachment fixture.

FIG. 8B is a plan view of a skin attachment fixture
according to one embodiment of the present invention.

FIG. 8C is an exploded side view of a housing with a skin
test cartridge.

FIG. 8D is an exploded side view of a housing with an
image sensing apparatus.

FIG. 8E is a perspective view of components that may
optionally be disposable.

FIGS. 9A, 9B, 9C, 9D, 9E, 9F, and 9G show plan views
of various types of fiducials used to aid registration accord-
ing to various embodiments of the present invention.

FIG. 10 is a logic flow diagram that lists a sequence used
for obtaining and processing images in skin testing accord-
ing to an embodiment of the present invention.

FIG. 11A is a plan view of a baseline image obtained in
the image processing sequence.

FIG. 11B is a plan view of an assessment image obtained
after a time period.

FIG. 11C is a plan view of a difference image obtained by
processing the assessment image.

FIG. 11D is a plan view of segmentation of the difference
image of FIG. 11C.

FIG. 12A shows an enlarged segment from the difference
image.

FIG. 12B show a filtered image from FIG. 12A.

FIG. 12C shows an image of a wheal with contrast
enhancement.

FIG. 12D shows obtaining a measurement along a line
using the contrast enhanced image of a wheal.

FIG. 13 shows a graph of pixel luminance taken along the
line shown in FIG. 12D.

FIG. 14 is a plan view showing different measurements
obtained from a wheal.

FIG. 15 is a graph that shows the derivative of luminance
for the measurements of FIG. 13.

FIG. 16 shows digital fiducial marks, generated and
applied to a view of the wheal image.

FIG. 17A shows a first set of processing steps used for
allergen skin testing according to an embodiment of the
present invention.

FIG. 17B shows a second set of processing steps used for
allergen skin testing according to the embodiment of the
present invention described with reference to FIG. 17A

FIGS. 18A, 18B, and 18C show a sequence of steps used
for flare detection and measurement according to an embodi-
ment of the present invention.

FIG. 19 is a graph showing wheal diameter over time.
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It will be appreciated that for purposes of clarity and,
where deemed appropriate, reference numerals have been
repeated in the figures to indicate corresponding features.
Illustrations are not necessarily drawn to scale. While meth-
ods and systems for skin test image analysis are described
herein by way of example for several embodiments and
illustrative drawings, those skilled in the art will recognize
that the system and method are not limited to the embodi-
ments or drawings described.

It should be understood, that the drawings and detailed
description thereto are not intended to limit embodiments to
the particular form disclosed. Rather, the intention is to
cover all modifications, equivalents and alternatives falling
within the spirit and scope of the appended claims. Any
headings used herein are for organizational purposes only
and are not meant to limit the scope of the description or the
claims. As used herein, the word “may” is used in a
permissive sense (i.e., meaning having the potential to),
rather than the mandatory sense (i.e., meaning must). Simi-
larly, the words “include”, “including”, and “includes” mean
including, but not limited to.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

Embodiments of the present invention address the need
for improved skin test image analysis such as that needed for
allergy skin prick testing. The apparatus and methods of the
present invention enable improved accuracy for detecting
skin response and require only a small fraction of the area of
the skin needed by conventional visual test methods and
proposed using more compact test patch packaging.

The term “oblique”, as used in the present disclosure,
describes an angular relationship that is not parallel or
normal, that is, other than an integer multiple of 90 degrees.
In practice, two surfaces are considered to be oblique with
respect to each other if they are offset from parallel or
normal by at least about +/-10 degrees or more. Similarly,
a line and a plane are considered to be oblique to each other
if they are offset from parallel or normal by at least about
+/-10 degrees or more.

In order to more fully understand aspects of the present
invention, it is instructive to consider aspects of the mea-
surement problem for allergen testing. Referring to the top
view of FIG. 1A and the cross-sectional view of FIG. 1B, a
positive reaction to an allergen at a skin prick site 12 is
typically exhibited as a wheal 14 that is generally centered
at site 12 and is bordered by an area of flare 16. Wheal 14
has fluidic content that lacks red blood cells so that it may
appear somewhat different in color and can occupy an
irregularly shaped area. Flare 16 has red blood cell content
that is closer to the skin surface and can occupy an irregu-
larly shaped area.

Given the skin response structure described with refer-
ence to FIGS. 1A and 1B, the task of assessing skin prick site
12 with some accuracy requires some quantification of both
contour and color area or dimensions. As has been noted
previously, using conventional, visual methods of measure-
ment, results can differ widely, even between experienced
practitioners.

The perspective view of FIG. 2A shows a skin testing
apparatus 10 in position against a skin surface position 47 of
an arm 20 of a patient according to an embodiment of the
present invention. FIG. 3 shows skin testing apparatus 10 in
an enlarged view, with skin surface position 47 represented
in dashed outline. A rigid housing 60 provides a light-tight
cavity between an image sensing apparatus 30 and an
opening 40. Opening 40 is releasably coupled against a skin
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surface position by a binding apparatus 44 using hook and
loop fasteners, such as Velcro® straps, for example, or using
some other suitable type of releasable coupling for securing
housing 60 comfortably against the patient’s skin. With the
binding apparatus 44 movement of the opening 40 along the
surface of the skin is precluded. The rigidity of the housing
maintains a fixed distance between the image sensing appa-
ratus 30 and the opening 40. An optional strap or band 48
also straps around image sensing apparatus 30 and the arm
for fixing the optical distance between image sensing appa-
ratus 30 and skin surface position 47 defined by opening 40.
The band 48 applies pressure to the skin surface that
constrains movement of the skin surface within the opening
40. Both the binding apparatus 44 and the band 48 act
together to constrain both movement of the skin testing
apparatus 10 relative to the skin surface position 47 and
movement of the skin surface within the opening 40. Image
sensing apparatus 30 cooperates with a control logic pro-
cessor 42 that is in communication with image sensing
components that generate image data for analysis, as
described in more detail subsequently. In an optional
embodiment, FIG. 2B shows another example of the binding
apparatus 44 wrapped over image sensing apparatus 30.
FIG. 2C shows housing 60 coupled to a skin surface position
along the patient’s back or other part of the body.

As is shown more clearly in FIG. 3, housing 60 also has
a separate attachment member 70 that enhances the grip of
housing 60 against arm 20 and may include means to protect
the patients forearm from abrasion and a means to maintain
comfort during the test. FIG. 3 also shows a representative
coordinate system for mounting and locating skin testing
apparatus. Width W and Length L axes lie along the surface
of' the skin at skin surface position 47. Height axis H defines
the orthogonal axis to skin surface position 47.

Binding apparatus 44 shown in FIGS. 2A-2C maintains
skin testing apparatus 10 in the plane defined by the Width
and Length axes in FIG. 3, so that there is no relative
movement along this plane, corresponding to the surface of
the skin of the patient, during imaging. Another function of
binding apparatus 44 is to maintain a substantially fixed
optical distance between image sensing apparatus 30 and the
skin surface at skin surface position 47 along height axis H.
This function is needed because of the elastic nature of the
skin surface and the fact that the skin surface adjusts its
shape in response to the pressure or constraints applied to it.

Where skin testing apparatus 10 is bound to the patient’s
arm 20, as shown in FIGS. 2A and 2B for example, the
distance between image sensing apparatus 30 and the sur-
face of the skin defined by opening 40 at skin surface
position 47 can vary by a few millimeters with normal arm
movement and with load-bearing changes by the patient. For
some types of imaging, this change in optical distance would
be trivial and would have no impact on the image or its
assessment. For applications such as allergy testing or
assessment of subtle changes in skin features, however, a
focus change or geometrical distortions of even less than a
millimeter can be significant and, without some method for
compensation, can make images difficult to process.

It is instructive to note that the relative elasticity of the
skin, whether along the forearm or on other parts of the
body, is a characteristic that distinguishes skin imaging from
other types of imaging for which images captured in a time
sequence must be registered to each other. As a coarse
analogy, the skin surface can be compared with the surface
of a bladder, readily changing shape in response to applied
stress and constraints. This change of shape affects its
relative curvature over a portion of its surface and can
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change the relative position of surface features, with time or
due to slight human motion, complicating the task of main-
taining proper focus and spatial registration of the image-
sensing apparatus with the skin, such as that needed for
accurate allergen response testing.

Consistent with an embodiment of the present invention,
the optical distance D, shown in the inset E in FIG. 3 and in
FIG. 4A, is fixed by securely banding image sensing appa-
ratus 30 to the skin surface of the patient. Possible changes
in skin surface curvature along the optical field, for example,
are then made temporally invariant and are thus corrected
for. This correction is achieved by corresponding movement
of image sensing apparatus 30 components in consonance
with skin surface changes. With respect to inset E in FIG. 3
and with respect to the cross-sectional view of FIG. 4A,
distance D is thus maintained throughout the imaging ses-
sion.

It should also be noted that binding apparatus 44 may
have a different form where imaging is performed at skin
surface position 47 along some alternate area of the skin,
such as at a position along the patient’s back, for example.
As with imaging along the forearm shown in FIGS. 2A and
2B, binding apparatus 44 must provide a stable positioning
of image sensing apparatus 30 at skin surface position 47
with respect to the three axes (Length [, Width W, and
Height H) shown in FIG. 3.

In an alternate embodiment, the optical system of image
sensing apparatus 30 has a built-in autofocus capability that
adjusts for slight differences in focal distance and thus
compensates for differences in patient position that might
affect the height distance. In this embodiment, the positional
shifts of skin features with respect to the imager along the
skin surface are modeled, based on the measured auto-focus
change, so that registration of captured images with the
corresponding skin surface can be maintained.

A microlancet array or other type of skin test cartridge 90
is shown installed in housing 60; each microlancet is actu-
able to introduce a material, such as an allergen for example,
to the exposed skin at the skin surface position, as described
in more detail subsequently. A bellows or other type of
movable baffle 50 is provided in order to help maintain a
light-tight condition within housing 60, while allowing
actuation of skin test cartridge 90.

Internal Housing Components for Introducing Materials
to Skin

FIGS. 4A and 4B are mutually orthogonal cross-sectional
views, transverse and longitudinal, respectively, that show
components internal to housing 60, with particular focus on
components used to introduce materials to the skin. Housing
60 provides mechanical support for microlancet array or
other skin test cartridge 90 that can be installed and removed
from a slot 64 in housing 60 as needed. The microlancet
array has a number of microlancets 92 such as microneedles
or other probing devices that are configured to introduce
allergens or other test materials to the skin that is exposed at
opening 40. Skin test cartridge 90 can be configured, for
example, as described in commonly assigned U.S. Pat. No.
7,942,827 entitled “Minimally Invasive Allergy Testing Sys-
tem” by Mir et al. (Mir *827) which is herein incorporated
by reference in its entirety. Skin test cartridge 90 may be, for
example, a microneedle test cartridge, a contact test car-
tridge, an allergy test cartridge, and a microneedle cartridge
with encapsulated or with coated allergens. Microneedles or
microlancets may be closely spaced, within less than
approximately 6 millimeters from each other, such as within
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5 millimeters of each other. Other assembled arrays of fine
needles may also be used, albeit with perhaps increased
discomfort to the patient.

Introduction of a material to the skin may mean punctur-
ing the surface of the skin or application of the test material
onto well-defined areas of the skin surface, for example.
Skin test cartridge 90, when configured as a microlancet
array, includes microlancets 92, such as microneedles or
other probing devices, with each microlancet 92 introducing
a corresponding allergen or other test material. Mir gives a
number of examples that show how microlancets and their
corresponding allergen materials can be cooperatively pack-
aged for test application.

Still referring to FIGS. 4A and 4B, an activator, such as
a plunger mechanism 100 provides a mechanical stop 102
and spring force 104, both these bias elements biasing the
activator away from the skin test area. Plunger mechanism
100 is moveably coupled to housing 60 and is configured to
receive a skin test cartridge through the test cartridge
opening, slot 64. The stop 102 and compressible compo-
nents are shown schematically and can be configured in any
of' a number of ways, including those described in the US
Patent Application Publication No. 2008/0269635 to Mir et
al. which is herein incorporated by reference in its entirety.

The sequence given in FIGS. 5A, 5B, 5C, 5D, and 5E
shows how skin test cartridge 90 can be used to introduce the
test material according to one embodiment of the present
invention. The cross sectional view of FIG. 5A shows how
skin test cartridge 90 can be installed into slot 64 within
housing 60. FIG. 5B shows microlancet array as skin test
cartridge 90 installed in position within housing 60, ready
for actuation. FIG. 5C shows actuation, in which skin test
cartridge 90 is moved toward opening 40 and introduces the
allergen or other material to the skin. In the example shown,
microlancets 92 puncture the skin surface. FIG. 5D shows
skin test cartridge 90 retracted from the skin surface. A
pattern of prick sites 94 is formed, as shown in FIG. 5D.
FIG. 5E shows removal of skin test cartridge 90 from
housing 60 at the end of this sequence.

With respect to the description and sequence shown in
FIGS. 4A through 5E, it can be appreciated that there are a
number of possible arrangements of skin test cartridge 90
and its microlancets 92 or other type of probing and appli-
cation elements, including but not limited to those described
in Mir *827 for example. At the end of the material intro-
duction sequence, however performed, a pattern of test sites
is produced on the exposed skin at opening 40. Imaging
components of skin testing apparatus 10 are then used to
assess skin response at each of the one or more test sites.

The Imaging Subsystem

FIGS. 6, 7A, 7B, and 7C show various aspects of an
image forming apparatus 110 within housing 60 that is
energizable to provide images for use by image processing
image processing controller 42 (FIG. 2A) for assessing skin
response. In this example, the image processing controller
42 includes a central processing unit (CPU) or processor, a
memory, a user input device, a display, and an interface
device which are coupled together by a bus or other link,
although other numbers and types of systems, devices,
components, and elements in other configurations and loca-
tions can be used. The processor in the image processing
controller 42 executes a program of stored instructions for
one or more aspects of the present technology as described
and illustrated by way of the examples herein including by
way of example only the method illustrated and described
with reference to FIG. 10, although other types and numbers
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of processing devices and logic could be used and the
processor could execute other numbers and types of pro-
grammed instructions.

The memory in the image processing controller 42 stores
these programmed instructions for one or more aspects of
the present technology as described and illustrated herein,
although some or all of the programmed instructions could
be stored and executed elsewhere. A variety of different
types of memory storage devices, such as a random access
memory (RAM) or a read only memory (ROM) in the
system or a floppy disk, hard disk, CD ROM, DVD ROM,
or other computer readable medium which is read from and
written to by a magnetic, optical, or other reading and
writing system that is coupled to the processor in the image
processing controller 42, can be used for the memory in the
image processing controller 42.

The user input device in the image processing controller
42 is used to input data and/or selections, although the user
input device could be used to input other types of requests
and data and interact with other elements. The user input
device can include keypads, touch screens, and/or vocal
input processing systems although other types and numbers
of user input devices can be used. The display in the image
processing controller 42 is a computer monitor, although
other types and numbers of displays could be used. The
interface device in the image processing controller 42 is
used to operatively couple and communicate between the
image processing controller 42 and the image sensing appa-
ratus 30.

Although an example of a image processing controller 42
is described herein, it could be implemented on any suitable
computer system or computing device. It is to be understood
that the device of the example described herein is for
exemplary purposes, as many variations of the specific
hardware and software used to implement the examples are
possible, as will be appreciated by those skilled in the
relevant art(s).

Furthermore, the examples herein may be conveniently
implemented using one or more general purpose computer
systems, microprocessors, digital signal processors, and
micro-controllers, programmed according to the teachings
of the examples, as described and illustrated herein, and as
will be appreciated by those ordinary skill in the art.

In addition, two or more computing systems or devices
can be substituted for any embodiment of the examples
herein. Accordingly, principles and advantages of distrib-
uted processing, such as redundancy and replication also can
be implemented, as desired, to increase the robustness and
performance of the devices and systems of the examples.
The examples may also be implemented on computer device
or devices that extend across any suitable network using any
suitable interface mechanisms and communications tech-
nologies, including by way of example only telecommuni-
cations in any suitable form (e.g., voice and modem),
wireless communications media, wireless communications
networks, cellular communications networks, G3 commu-
nications networks, Public Switched Telephone Network
(PSTNs), Packet Data Networks (PDNs), the Internet, intra-
nets, and combinations thereof.

The examples may also be embodied as a non-transitory
computer readable medium having instructions stored
thereon for one or more aspects of the present technology as
described and illustrated by way of the examples herein, as
described herein, which when executed by a processor,
cause the processor to carry out the steps necessary to
implement the methods of the examples, as described and
illustrated herein.
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The image forming apparatus 110 comprises image sens-
ing apparatus 30 and its supporting illumination and related
components. Once skin test cartridge 90 is removed, housing
60 provides a light-tight cavity 62 between image sensing
apparatus 30 and opening 40. The light-tight arrangement
blocks ambient light from the imaging path, so that differ-
ences in ambient light conditions have a negligible effect on
the images obtained by image sensing apparatus 30. Image
sensing apparatus 30 includes an image sensor 112 and one
or more optical elements 114, such as a lens, filter, polarizer,
or other component for conditioning the image-bearing light
from the object field defined at opening 40. Opening 40 lies
against a skin surface position 72. Image sensor 112 is a
CCD (Charge-Coupled Device) sensor in one embodiment.
Other types of image sensors, such as CMOS (Complemen-
tary Metal-Oxide Semiconductor) devices are alternately
used. The resolution of the imaging detector should be high
enough to obtain images that can be assessed using the
image processing algorithms, described in more detail sub-
sequently. In one embodiment, for example, an image sensor
of one or more megapixels is used.

Consistent with one embodiment of the present invention,
image sensing apparatus 30 is a modular component that can
be fitted into place in housing 60 and can be removed, such
as during actuation of skin test cartridge 90, for example.
Precise spatial registration of image sensing apparatus 30
with respect to the object field is provided in order to
facilitate image processing and improve assessment accu-
racy, as is described in more detail subsequently.

Image forming apparatus 110 also includes an illumina-
tion apparatus 120 that is energizable to direct suitable
illumination toward exposed skin at opening 40 for obtain-
ing images at image sensor 112. As shown in FIG. 7A, in
illumination apparatus 120, a first light source 124 directs
light that is substantially collimated and is directed toward
opening 40 at an oblique angle o that is between about 45
degrees and 80 degrees from normal N. More preferably,
oblique angle a is about 70+/-6 degrees from normal N.
Substantially collimated light from light source 124 is at
narrow angles, within about +/-15 degrees of the central
angle that is at oblique angle a.. With this configuration, light
emitted from light source 124 is diffusely reflected from the
skin surface, based on a Lambertian model for skin reflec-
tance. Skin reflectance has both specular and diffuse com-
ponents. The angle of incidence is variable at any point
along the skin surface position at opening 40. With light at
the oblique angles used; there is little or no effect from
specular reflectance. First light source 124 has spectral
content that is selected for improved sensitivity to contour.
Laser, LED, incandescent, or fluorescent light sources that
may include some collimating means may be used for first
light source 124. Appropriately aligned polarizers may be
placed at the source 124 and image sensor 112 to control
specular reflection from the patient’s skin that may hinder
the measurements due to “glint spots”.

FIG. 7B shows an alternate arrangement with a second
light source 122 that directs light toward opening 40 over an
angular range that is substantially centered about a normal N
to opening 40. The respective spectral bands of first and
second light sources 122 and 124 may differ from each other
according to one embodiment of the present invention.
Second light source 122 has spectral content that is favor-
able for detection of flare, characterized by increased blood
flow as described earlier with reference to FIGS. 1A and 1B.
One or more Light Emitting Diode (LED) or other semi-
conductor light sources are used, with optional filters to
condition the spectral content. Both diffuse and specular
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reflection from the skin surface can be used for obtaining an
image using second light source 122.

Referring to the perspective cutaway schematic of FIG.
7C, an arrangement of illumination apparatus 120 having a
third light source 126 is shown. Light source 126 can have
the same spectral characteristics as first light source 124 and
direct light toward opening 40 at the same angle with respect
to normal N as first light source 124. Light source 126 can
be fixed in a rotated position about normal N from light
source 124 and is preferably not in the same plane P1, but
at some other angle, such as 90 degrees, along plane P2, as
shown. In alternate embodiments, additional oblique light
sources are provided to emit light toward opening 40 from
three or more directions.

Light sources 122, 124, and 126 can be individual light-
emitting elements, so that each is a laser or LED, for
example. Alternately, one or more of light sources 122, 124,
and 126 could be a combination of light sources, such as a
combination of LEDs having different emitted wavelengths,
for example. In one embodiment, light source 124 uses a
combination having multiple LED sources, varying the
amount of light provided from each individual LED source
according to patient skin coloration, for example. Informa-
tion initially sampled by image sensor 112 determines the
skin color range that corresponds most closely to the patient,
then actuates or energizes the appropriate combination of
light sources based on the detected color range.

Object-to-Image Registration

Embodiments of the present invention are capable of
providing measurement data for assessment of skin reaction
to introduced allergens or other materials using a small
fraction of the skin area required by conventional methods,
including methods using a microneedle patch as described
earlier with reference to Baldo ’857 noted previously.
Embodiments of the present invention use the combination
of compact microlancet array packaging, fixed sensor posi-
tion relative to the skin surface position, suitable illumina-
tion wavelengths and angles, and image processing tech-
niques to allow allergen testing over a small portion of the
patient’s skin. By comparison with the device and teachings
disclosed in the Baldo *857 patent cited earlier, in which an
area of at least 9600 mm? is required for monitoring a 4x6
test patch array. In sharp contrast, illustrative examples of
the present invention allow monitoring of a 4x6 test patch
array within an area of only 600 mm? or less with spacing
between test areas of about 15 mm or less is some examples,
10 mm or less in other examples, and 5 mm less in other
examples. Benefits of requiring less area with the reduced
spacing between sample sites include by way of example
patient comfort and lower requirements for introducing
potential allergens for testing well retaining improved accu-
racy, since with this technology the effects can still be
accurately identified.

In order to provide this level of performance, a high
degree of registration is maintained. Object-to-image regis-
tration is provided mechanically by binding apparatus 44,
band 48, and attachment members 70 (described previously
with reference to FIGS. 2A, 2B, and 3). These components
cooperate to couple opening 40 against a fixed skin surface
position and with a fixed optical distance between image
sensing apparatus 30 and the skin surface position, so that
subsequent jostling or movement of the patient during the
skin test is unlikely to shift the respective position of
opening 40 on the surface of the skin or to alter the curvature
of the skin surface within opening 40 and so that focus and
object-to-image registration are maintained for taking mul-
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tiple images during testing. This physical constraint main-
tains the optical field that is imaged by image forming
apparatus 110.

Referring to the cross-sectional view of FIG. 8A, an
optional device for further aiding image quality as well as
registration is a skin attachment fixture 130. Positioned
across opening 40, skin attachment fixture 130 may be
attached as part of housing 60 or, alternately, as a part of
binding apparatus 44. FIG. 8B shows a plan view of skin
attachment fixture 130 according to one embodiment of the
present invention. In this arrangement, a number of aper-
tures 132 are formed in fixture 130. Each aperture 132
frames a test site at which a microlancet or other probe
introduces the allergen or other test material. With respect to
the coordinate axes shown in FIG. 8A, this arrangement
helps to register the position of the test site as fixed in the x-y
plane. In addition to this, the use of skin attachment fixture
130 also flattens the optical field in the z axis (height H)
direction, reducing field curvature in the object and thus
providing a benefit for imaging optics of image forming
apparatus 110.

As FIG. 8B shows, skin attachment fixture 130 may have
an irregular array pattern of apertures 132, effectively block-
ing one or more microlancets 92 in skin test cartridge 90.
This may be advantageous, for example, for skipping tests of
certain allergens for a particular patient.

FIGS. 8C and 8D show housing 60 in an embodiment
with skin attachment fixture 130 in place. Here, a top
opening 41 in housing 60 accepts removable skin test
cartridge 90 for applying the test material, then housing 60
accepts modular image sensing apparatus 30 for imaging.
Skin attachment fixture 130 enables object-to-image regis-
tration to be maintained for these different functions in the
testing procedure. Precise spatial registration of image sens-
ing apparatus 30 with respect to the object field at opening
40 is provided in order to facilitate image processing and
improve assessment accuracy, as is described in more detail
subsequently.

FIG. 8E shows skin test cartridge 90 in a disposable
embodiment. Here, skin attachment fixture 130 is formed to
hold a test cartridge 134 that can contain the microlancet
array as well as the applied materials. An optional cover 136,
preferably sterilized, is provided for image sensing appara-
tus 30. The components in FIG. 8E are disposable according
to one embodiment of the present invention.

Referring again to the cross-sectional view of FIG. 8A,
another optional aid for registration, usable in combination
with skin attachment fixture 130 or separately, is a fiducial
140. FIGS. 9A, 9B, 9C, 9D, 9E, 9F, and 9G show examples
of various types of fiducials 140 that can be provided. In one
embodiment, a fiducial 140 is placed on the skin to create an
absolute reference point. This is useful, for example, in the
event that housing 60 is inadvertently shifted in position
during the patient test. A fiducial 140 may include text or
dimensional data for use as a positional reference. The use
of fiducials in image registration is well known in the optical
imaging arts.

In practice, images captured by image forming apparatus
110 are then aligned, registered to the corresponding fiducial
or fiducials 140. A particular fiducial 140 can be applied
using a inked stamp that is applied to the skin as part of
patient setup procedure or can be a sticker that is attached to
the test area, such as when adjusting binding apparatus 44
(FIG. 2). Examples of various types of fiducials 140 used
particularly for alignment positioning include the site mark-
ings 142 of FIG. 9A, reference coordinates 144 such as
crosshairs or corner brackets shown in FIGS. 9B and 9C, and
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a ruling or measurement element 146 as shown in FIG. 9D.
FIG. 9G shows the use of a combination of site markings
142 with skin attachment fixture 130. One or more openings
132 could alternately serve as a fiducial for alignment
purposes. In an alternate embodiment, one or more skin
features 143, such as pores, moles, or freckles, are used as
fiducials, as shown schematically in FIG. 9A. Image pro-
cessing algorithms can be used to enhance natural skin
features to improve the contrast of the skin feature fiducial
map. Further, because such skin features are found within
the entire skin region being imaged, a map of linear and
non-linear motion of the skin within the region can be
generated for each data image captured. Known motion
estimation algorithms can then be employed to cancel the
linear and non-linear motion of the skin surface, if any, to
maintain registration of the skin to the captured images, if
the mechanical means to achieve registration disclosed
above are insufficient in any particular case.

Images of the prick sites 94 may be used to establish the
success or failure of the injection by a microlancet 92, thus
providing a mechanism to determine whether the test is valid
or not. Such images could be enhanced by the use of dyes
or other materials placed in with the allergen, so as to
enhance the visibility of the injection site. Additionally, the
microlancets may be coated with such a material to enhance
visibility of the skin prick site when injected. Alternatively,
the microlancets may have regions surrounding the
microneedle that cause the transfer of a dye or other contrast
improving agent to the skin in areas that surround the prick
site 94. By this mechanism a determination of the likelihood
of a successful determination can be made by an examina-
tion of the surround pattern.

In addition to use as a positional aid, fiducial 140 may also
or alternately provide benchmark measurements to aid
image processing. This can be useful, for example, because
the intensity and/or color balance of the light source can
change over time or even over a single test for a multitude
of reasons, such as power fluctuations and component aging,
for example. By placing a gray scale or color reference target
148 within the image area, as shown in FIGS. 9E and 9F, the
intensity variations can be compensated for accordingly.
With target 148 as a color reference target, consistent color
can also be obtained, as is well known to those skilled in
color science. In addition, use of a color reference target,
such as those used with the Munsell color system and the
CIELAB system can help to compensate for other optical
system differences.

Image Processing

The logic flow diagram of FIG. 10 shows a sequence of
steps used for image processing consistent with embodi-
ments of the present invention. It is clear to those skilled in
the image processing arts that the listed steps are exemplary
and that changes to individual steps and to the image
processing sequence itself can be affected within the scope
of the present invention.

In order to provide skin testing of sufficient accuracy for
allergen assessment and other functions, scaled object to
image registration is needed for the two or more images of
the skin that are obtained. For this reason, some mechanism
or method for precise alignment of images obtained at
different times is needed. Skin testing apparatus 10,
described earlier with reference to FIGS. 2A-3, incorporate
features that support object to image registration. Alternate
methods for achieving this precision registration can include
image processing algorithms that correlate two or more
images, using techniques known in the art. However, such
algorithms can err and result in inaccurate assessment data.
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The description that follows applies when using skin testing
apparatus 10 as the imaging device; a number of changes
would be required when using a more general imaging
apparatus for executing this sequence, as would be clear to
those skilled in the image processing arts.

An initial obtain baseline image step S200 captures a
baseline image of skin surface position 47 at opening 40.
Capturing this initial image enables subsequent processing
to minimize or eliminate skin features that can confuse
assessment steps, such as procedures needed for allergen
testing, for example. By way of example, FIG. 11A shows a
baseline image 150 for a patient about to undergo allergy
testing. Using the skin testing apparatus 10 described herein
above, the baseline image and subsequent images are
obtained with first light source 124 (FIG. 7A). Alternately,
one or more additional baseline images 150 and correspond-
ing assessment images for processing can be obtained using
second light source 122 or other light source.

Following this step, an optional introduce test material
step S210 is executed, in which the test allergen, purified
protein derivative, irritative substance, medical substance,
unknown material, or other material is introduced against or
within the skin surface. Using skin testing apparatus 10, for
example, this step is executed in the sequence shown pre-
viously in FIGS. 5A through 5E. This step could be omitted,
for example, for other types of skin monitoring, such as for
observing or evaluating lesion growth. It should be noted
that the term “baseline image” is a relative term that not only
refers to the initial image that is obtained in a series of
images, but more broadly can be applied to any image of the
same skin surface position 47 that has been obtained at an
earlier time than a particular “assessment image” and thus
can serve as a reference for observing changes in the
assessment image over a given time period.

Continuing with the FIG. 10 sequence, after an appropri-
ate time period has elapsed, an obtain assessment image step
S220 executes. A test image is captured for processing and
assessment and is aligned with the baseline image for this
purpose. Alignment of the two images is inherently per-
formed when using skin testing apparatus 10 with binding
apparatus 44 as described previously. Consistent with an
alternate embodiment of the present invention, alignment is
assisted using a fiducial 140, such as those described with
reference to FIGS. 9A through 9G.

By way of example, FIG. 11B shows an assessment image
154, taken 15 minutes (t=15) after introduce test material
step S210. As an initial processing step, a generate difference
image step S230 combines the image data from the assess-
ment image with the corresponding image data from the
baseline image to generate a difference image. In one
embodiment, this combination involves simple subtraction
of'the baseline image from the assessment image, so that the
difference image that is generated against the baseline image
shows the difference between the two images. FIG. 11C
shows a difference image 160 that is obtained by subtracting
the assessment image 154 of FIG. 11B from baseline image
150 of FIG. 11A. As part of normalization, noise reduction
is also applied using filtering or other methods known to
those skilled in the image processing arts.

Once the difference image is obtained using the FIG. 10
sequence, a process difference image step S240 is executed.
Processing of the difference image can take any of a number
of different forms. Consistent with an embodiment of the
present invention, normalizing includes processing to com-
pensate for non-uniform spatial distribution of one or more
illuminants in illumination apparatus 120 (FIGS. 6-7C). For
example, this can comprise processing in forming the dif-
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ference image itself, applying a Gaussian blur to either or
both the baseline image and the assessment image before
subtraction or other combination.

Consistent with an embodiment of the present invention,
segmentation is used for defining one or more areas of
interest in the difference image. Although not necessary,
segmentation can be particularly useful for allergen testing,
to identify each skin prick position so that the effect of each
individual allergen can be accurately assessed. By way of
example, FIG. 11D shows a segmented image 164, with each
individual skin prick position 166 in a 3x4 matrix pattern
shown in dashed outline.

Once segmented, each area of interest can be individually
processed using a number of suitable image processing
utilities. FIG. 12A shows one enlarged segment 170 from
FIG. 11D, in which a wheal shows allergic reaction to a
corresponding material. As can be seen from FIG. 12A, the
wheal shape is somewhat indistinct, with a brighter region
below and a darker region above and with some residual
texture not eliminated in preceding steps. Additional pro-
cessing is needed in order to allow some amount of mea-
surement accuracy.

Consistent with one embodiment of the present invention,
process difference image step S240 follows image segmen-
tation with a Gaussian blurring process in order to filter out
the residual texture shown in FIG. 12A. The results of a
Gaussian blurring operation on this wheal image are shown
as a filtered image 172 in FIG. 12B. FIG. 12C shows a
subsequent processing procedure used to improve visibility
of the wheal, applying a contrast stretch function to form a
contrast stretched image 176. This processing helps to
accentuate highlight brightness and low brightness values in
the filtered image. Other contrast enhancement utilities
could be used.

Continuing further with the sequence of FIG. 10, an
assessment step S250 can now be executed on contrast
stretched image 176. The purpose of assessment step S250
is to obtain some measurement of the wheal or other skin
feature of interest. FIG. 12D shows a vertical line 180 that
is extended through the points of highest and lowest lumi-
nance, that is, through the extreme highlight and shadow
areas of contrast stretched image 176.

FIG. 13 shows a graph of pixel luminance obtained from
this sampling. Pixels are assigned numbers in the vertical
direction along this line, from the bottom to the top of the
image in FIG. 12D. For this wheal, there is a distinct
luminance maximum (highlight) at pixel #20, while there is
a luminance minimum (shadow) at pixel #60. Since there are
40 pixels separating the high/low, and each pixel covers 45.4
microns at the image plane, the corresponding distance, a
measure of wheal length in this direction, is approximately
1.82 mm. This provides one useful measure of wheal dimen-
sion in one direction.

It can also be useful to measure wheal dimensions in an
orthogonal direction to that shown in FIG. 12D, so that both
width and length dimensions can be obtained. For measure-
ment in the orthogonal direction, a second series of images
is obtained using illumination from an orthogonal direction,
as was described earlier with reference to FIG. 7C. The same
steps shown in the logic flow diagram of FIG. 10 would be
duplicated for a second set of images, obtained using illu-
mination at an orthogonal angle, as rotated about normal N.

Again referring to the general logic flow diagram of FIG.
10, a decision step S260 is shown, allowing for multiple
assessment images to be obtained, processed, and assessed,
using the sequence just described. In one embodiment of the
present invention, assessment images are continually
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obtained and processed during an imaging session (using
steps S220, S230, S240, and S250, for example), so that
growth of a wheal or other skin feature can be observed, as
described in more detail subsequently. At the conclusion of
processing, a results reporting step S270 executes, in which
results can be provided in some manner, reporting the skin
feature measurement such as by display on an operator
interface or recording in printed form or by storage in an
electronic memory, for example. In addition to recording
results, results reporting step S270 also records a history of
steps executed in the skin testing sequence for a patient, in
one embodiment. This enables subsequent testing for the
patient to be executed using the same sequence, for example.

While the assessment method described with reference to
FIGS. 12D and 13 provide an automated measure of wheal
dimension which in practice provides measurements of
much smaller skin reactions than the measurement typically
recorded by a nurse or other practitioner. The manual or
visual measurement that is typically obtained extends from
one edge of the wheal to the other, rather than from points
of lowest to highest luminance. For this reason, an alternate
measurement strategy has proved to be useful.

Referring to the plan view of FIG. 14, the difference
between the automated luminance measurement M1 and
visual measurement M2 is shown. To more accurately
approximate the visual measurement M2, the derivative of
the luminance measurement is used.

By way of example, the graph of FIG. 15 shows the
derivative of the luminance (dL/dP) corresponding to the
luminance measurements shown in FIG. 13. Of interest for
measurement in FIG. 15 are the peak derivative values
which indicate where the largest amount of change in pixel
value occurs. For this wheal, the maximum luminance rate
of change occurs at pixel #12, while another maximum
luminance rate of change occurs at pixel #72 (produced at
wheal edges). Since there are 60 pixels between the wheal
edges and each pixel covers 45.4 microns at the image plane,
vertical wheal diameter is approximately 2.72 mm. Dimen-
sions obtained using this method have been shown to agree
with careful manual measurements made directly on the
actual wheal and using the captured “raw” image. For this
particular wheal example, visual measurements are shown to
be much closer to the 2.72 mm dimension shown using the
derivative (FIG. 15) than to the 1.82 mm dimension obtained
using highest and lowest luminance values (FIG. 13). Digital
measurements obtained in this way have shown accuracies
of £2 pixels, or approximately +90 microns. As is shown at
pixel 72, some averaging of neighboring or nearby pixel
values may be used to compensate for noise or other factors
or to form a type of digital marking that can be correlated to
the image itself.

By way of example, FIG. 16 shows a set of digital fiducial
marks 182 that are automatically generated using peak
derivative values as shown in FIG. 15. Digital fiducial marks
182 can be displayed on the image itself or used by image
processing software for obtaining dimensional measure-
ments for a wheal or other skin feature.

Those skilled in the image processing arts can readily
appreciate that the logic flow presented in FIG. 10 admits a
number of possible variations and additional processing
steps consistent with embodiments of the present invention.
The sequence of images shown in FIGS. 17A and 17B show
a set of processing steps used for allergen reaction skin
testing in one embodiment.

In the sequence beginning in FIG. 17A, baseline image
150 is obtained at the start of the test (time t=0), just
following introduction of the allergen material using a
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microlancet array, as described previously. A blurred image
152 is obtained using a 27-pixel Gaussian blur filter on
baseline image 150. A subtraction image 156 is then
obtained by subtracting or otherwise combining blurred
image 152 with baseline image 150. Assessment image 154
is captured after a suitable elapsed time period, here at time
t=15 minutes. An interim difference image 158 is then
generated by subtracting or otherwise combining assessment
image 154 with blurred image 152. A bias value is also
applied in this example.

The processing sequence continues to FIG. 17B. Differ-
ence image 160 is obtained by subtracting or otherwise
combining images 158 and 156 in the sequence shown in
FIG. 17A. A conditioned image 162 is obtained by further
filtering difference image 160 to help reduce high spatial-
frequency noise. Segmented image 164 is generated auto-
matically, based on known information about default skin
prick location when using skin testing apparatus 10 (FIGS.
2A, 2B). A segmented region 178 is further processed to
increase contrast, such as by contrast stretching as noted
previously. An image 168 then shows segmented region with
further conditioning to provide a binary mapped histogram
that accentuates highlight (brightest) and shadow (darkest)
areas of the image. An image 169 then shows further
processing to outline the highlight and shadow areas for
providing measurement of wheal dimensions. As was
described earlier with reference to FIG. 15, the derivative
can alternately be used to provide measurement points.

Flare Measurement

Embodiments of the present invention perform flare mea-
surement using a spectral analysis of skin images. For flare
measurement, illumination approximately normal to the
surface has been found to be generally more accurate than
illumination from an oblique angle, since it decreases reflec-
tivity effects due to cos 0 effects, as used for more accurate
wheal contour measurement. Consistent with one embodi-
ment of the present invention, light source 122 in FIG. 7B
is used for flare measurement and has selectable spectral
content, selected based on the detected skin coloration of the
patient over the skin area that is being tested. For this
purpose, light source 122 is a composite light source, having
a set of LEDs that emit light of different respective wave-
lengths. A setting made by the operator or an initial mea-
surement made by skin testing apparatus 10 itself is used to
determine skin coloration over skin surface position 47. The
appropriate LED or LEDs or other light sources are then
selected. Various methods can be used to provide suitable
amounts of light intensity from different LED or other light
sources, including pulse-width modulation, for example.

Detection of flares, also known as erythemas, can be
significantly enhanced if multispectral imaging methods are
used that accentuate hyperemia coloration due to hemoglo-
bin absorption. Hemoglobin’s strong absorption peaks in the
region of 540-590 nm can be used to advantage by using
narrow sources that emit and/or are filtered in those wave-
lengths. Furthermore, color sensors such as CMOS and CCD
devices have their own spectral characteristics that, unless
taken into account, can lead to undesirable color channel
signal mixing for the imaged flares. It has been found for
example, that illumination sources such as filtered incan-
descent, fluorescent, or LED sources emitting in regions of
interest such as 468 nm, 525 nm, 560 nm, 590 nm, 660 nm
and narrow band filters at 540 nm, 565 nm, and 590 nm can
yield significantly varying flare discrimination color signals
when used with standard RGB-filtered Bayer image sensors.
For Caucasian skin without much melanin, red and green
sources in the spectral ranges >640 nm and ~540 nm yielded
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the greatest degree of flare contrast (highest signal-to-noise
ratio SNR). For darker skinned patients having a greater
amount of melanin content in their skin, green wavelength
sources somewhat longer than 540 nm may be used to
advantage since the combination of the monotonically
decreasing absorption spectrum of melanin induces an effec-
tive shift in wavelength of the hemoglobin absorption line.
Similarly, for wheal measurement, longer wavelength
sources may be used for darker skinned patients to enhance
the reflected signal (lower melanin absorption).

FIGS. 18A, 18B, and 18C show a sequence of images
related to flare measurement according to one embodiment
of the present invention. An image 184 of the skin prick area
is obtained as shown in FIG. 18A, using the selected light
source 122. As FIG. 18B shows, the spectral content of the
image is then used to detect a flare area 186. FIG. 18C shows
a binary image 188 of the detected flare area. This image is
obtained by applying a suitable threshold to the image data,
such that pixels above this threshold are in one group (for
example, black), pixels below this threshold are outside this
group. To accurately determine the flare area, the number of
pixels in the appropriate group can be counted and, using
known data about pixel resolution, the total flare area
computed. For the example shown in FIGS. 18A-18C, the
following computations apply:

Total image area: 640x480 pixels=307,200 pixels

Each pixel area=(0.05625 mm)*=0.003164 mm?>

Percentage of flare area to total image area=56%

Flare area=0.003164 mm?>x307,200x0.56=544 mm?

One measurement that can be particularly useful for
measuring allergen response relates to wheal growth over
time. The graph of FIG. 19 shows an example that represents
growth data of this type for different wheals in an allergy test
sequence.

It is useful to review a number of observations relating to
image processing using the apparatus of the present inven-
tion:

(1) For allergen response measurement and other applica-
tions, it is particularly advantageous to measure both the
contour of a wheal or other skin feature and its color, as well
as the color of the surrounding skin. This approach uses
color image processing and can be distinguished from
Doppler laser flowimetry methods that require a highly
coherent light source for this purpose.

(i1) The contour of skin features is typically too subtle to
allow direct measurement of shadow. Instead, a combination
of diffuse and specular reflectance is used to determine
contour changes.

(iii) Rates of change (derivative information) can be very
useful for obtaining information on allergen response and
for other types of skin testing. The apparatus and methods of
the present invention allow both dimensional measurement
at a point in time and, by obtaining and processing a
succession of images, a measure of the rate of change in skin
response.

Consistent with one embodiment of the present invention,
an automatic image quality assessment is also performed as
part of the image capture sequence. As one of these image
quality checks, the relative flatness of the optical object field
is assessed by image processing logic. To do this, the focus
at a plurality of surface points along skin surface position is
measured as one or more images are obtained. This provides
a measure of relative image quality and is provided as part
of results reporting step S270 (FIG. 10). A value indicative
of the flatness of the object field can then be obtained by the
user.
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Having thus described the basic concept of the invention,
it will be rather apparent to those skilled in the art that the
foregoing detailed disclosure is intended to be presented by
way of example only, and is not limiting. Various alterations,
improvements, and modifications will occur and are
intended to those skilled in the art, though not expressly
stated herein. These alterations, improvements, and modifi-
cations are intended to be suggested hereby, and are within
the spirit and scope of the invention. Additionally, the recited
order of processing elements or sequences, or the use of
numbers, letters, or other designations therefore, is not
intended to limit the claimed processes to any order except
as may be specified in the claims. Accordingly, the invention
is limited only by the following claims and equivalents
thereto.

What is claimed is:

1. An apparatus for skin testing comprising:

a housing with an opening configured to define a field of

view of a skin testing region during use;
a test cartridge configured to be removably inserted into
the housing, the test cartridge comprising a plurality of
microneedles, wherein each of the plurality of
microneedles is spaced one millimeter to fifteen milli-
meters apart from at least one other microneedle in the
plurality of microneedles to generate a corresponding
plurality of allergy test sample sites spaced one milli-
meter to fifteen millimeters apart in the field of view of
the skin testing region, wherein the housing has an
actuator apparatus integrated within the housing to
manage actuation of the test cartridge within the open-
ing of the housing when the test cartridge is removably
inserted into the housing;
an image sensing apparatus positioned with respect to the
housing to capture one or more images in the field of
view provided by the opening in the housing;
an illumination apparatus positioned with respect to the
housing to direct light towards at least a portion of the
field of view provided by the opening in the housing;
a binding apparatus having one or more straps configured
to detachably secure the housing to a body area having
a circumference with the opening over the skin testing
region and a band extending from the one or more
straps and around the housing and the image sensing
apparatus configured to apply pressure around the
circumference of the body area and to a skin surface
proximate the skin testing region to constrain move-
ment of the opening over the skin testing region and to
maintain a substantially fixed optical distance and
spatial registration between the image sensing appara-
tus and the skin testing region; and
an image processing controller configured to execute one
or more programmed instructions comprising:
obtaining, from the image sensing apparatus, a baseline
image of the skin testing region prior to an assess-
ment image of the skin testing region including the
two or more allergy test sample sites of the corre-
sponding plurality of allergy test sample sites gen-
erated by the plurality of microneedles of the test
cartridge;

generating a difference image between the baseline
image and the assessment image; and

analyzing the two or more allergy test sample sites of
the corresponding plurality of allergy test sample
sites generated by the plurality of microneedles of
the test cartridge based on the difference image to
provide a skin test result for each of the two or more
allergy test sample sites based on the analysis.
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2. The apparatus as set forth in claim 1 wherein the
opening in the housing has an opening which is no more than
600 mm?>.

3. The apparatus as set forth in claim 1 wherein the
housing further comprises a passage having a shape config-
ured to removably receive the test cartridge.

4. The apparatus as set forth in claim 1 wherein the
actuator apparatus further comprises:

a plunger engageable to move the test cartridge towards

the skin testing region;

a stop positioned in the housing to limit the movement of

the test cartridge towards the skin testing region; and

a biasing device configured to bias the plunger away from

the skin testing region.

5. The apparatus as set forth in claim 1 wherein the
housing further comprises a skin attachment fixture with an
array of apertures which is detachably positioned across the
opening in the housing.

6. The apparatus as set forth in claim 5 wherein the array
of apertures of the skin attachment fixture has an irregular
pattern.

7. The apparatus as set forth in claim 5 wherein the skin
attachment fixture further comprises one or more fiducials.

8. The apparatus as set forth in claim 1 wherein the image
sensing apparatus comprises one of a CCD image sensor or
a CMOS image sensor.

9. The apparatus as set forth in claim 1 wherein the image
processing controller is configured to analyze the two or
more allergy test samples sites spaced one millimeter to ten
millimeters apart in the field of view in each of the one or
more captured images.

10. The apparatus as set forth in claim 9 wherein the
image processing controller is configured to analyze the two
or more allergy test samples sites spaced one millimeter to
five millimeters apart in the field of view in each of the one
or more captured images.

11. The apparatus as set forth in claim 1 wherein the
illumination apparatus further comprises a first light source
positioned at an oblique angle with respect to the opening to
direct light toward the opening at the oblique angle from
normal.

12. The apparatus as set forth in claim 11 wherein the
illumination apparatus further comprises a second light
source positioned to direct light toward the opening at
substantially centered about normal.

13. The apparatus as set forth in claim 12 wherein the
illumination apparatus further comprises a third light source
positioned to direct light toward the opening at an oblique
angle from normal and offset from the first light source.

14. The apparatus as set forth in claim 1 wherein the
illumination apparatus is configured to provide substantially
collimated light.

15. The apparatus as set forth in claim 1 wherein the
binding apparatus further comprises an attachment member
coupled to the housing configured to enhance a grip between
the housing and the body area.

16. The apparatus as set forth in claim 1, wherein gener-
ating the difference image removes one or more image
features less than one millimeter in size, resulting from focus
changes or geometrical distortions, from the baseline image
and the assessment image.

17. A method for making an apparatus for skin testing, the
method comprising:

providing a housing with an opening configured to define

a field of view of a skin testing region during use;
providing a test cartridge configured to be removably
inserted into the housing, the test cartridge comprising
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a plurality of microneedles, wherein each of the plu-
rality of microneedles is spaced one millimeter to
fifteen millimeters apart from at least one other
microneedle in the plurality of microneedles to gener-
ate a corresponding plurality of allergy test sample sites
spaced one millimeter to fifteen millimeters apart in the
field of view of the skin testing region, wherein the
housing has an actuator apparatus integrated within the
housing to manage actuation of the test cartridge within
the opening of the housing when the test cartridge is
removably inserted into the housing;
positioning an image sensing apparatus with respect to the
housing to capture one or more images in the field of
view provided by the opening in the housing;

positioning an illumination apparatus with respect to the
housing to direct light towards at least a portion of the
field of view provided by the opening in the housing;

providing a binding apparatus having one or more straps
configured to detachably secure the housing to a body
area having a circumference with the opening over the
skin testing region and a band extending from the one
or more straps and around the housing and the image
sensing apparatus configured to apply pressure around
the circumference of the body area and to a skin surface
proximate the skin testing region to constrain move-
ment of the opening over the skin testing region and to
maintain a substantially fixed optical distance and
spatial registration between the image sensing appara-
tus and the skin testing region; and

providing an image processing controller configured to

execute one or more programmed instructions compris-

ing:

obtaining, from the image sensing apparatus, a baseline
image of the skin testing region prior to an assess-
ment image of the skin testing region including the
two or more allergy test sample sites of the corre-
sponding plurality of allergy test sample sites gen-
erated by the plurality of microneedles of the test
cartridge;

generating a difference image between the baseline
image and the assessment image; and

analyzing the two or more allergy test sample sites of
the corresponding plurality of allergy test sample
sites generated by the plurality of microneedles of
the test cartridge based on the difference image to
provide a skin test result for each of the two or more
allergy test sample sites based on the analysis.

18. The method as set forth in claim 17 wherein the
providing the housing further comprises providing the hous-
ing with the opening which is no more than 600 mm?.

19. The method as set forth in claim 17 wherein the
providing the housing further comprises providing a passage
having a shape configured to removably receive the test
cartridge.

20. The method as set forth in claim 17 wherein the
providing the actuator apparatus further comprises:

providing a plunger engageable to move the test cartridge

towards the skin testing region;

positioning a stop in the housing to limit the movement of

the test cartridge towards the skin testing region; and

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

22

providing a biasing device configured to bias the plunger

away from the skin testing region.

21. The method as set forth in claim 17 wherein the
providing the housing further comprises providing a skin
attachment fixture with an array of apertures which is
detachably positioned across the opening in the housing.

22. The method as set forth in claim 21 wherein the
providing the skin attachment fixture further comprises
providing the skin attachment fixture with the array of
apertures which have an irregular pattern.

23. The method as set forth in claim 21 wherein the
providing the skin attachment fixture further comprises
providing the skin attachment fixture with one or more
fiducials.

24. The method as set forth in claim 17 wherein the
positioning an image sensing apparatus further comprises
providing the image sensing apparatus comprising one of a
CCD image sensor or a CMOS image sensor.

25. The method as set forth in claim 17 wherein the
providing the image processing controller further comprises
providing the image processing controller configured to
analyze the two or more allergy test samples sites spaced one
millimeter to ten millimeters apart in the field of view in
each of the one or more captured images.

26. The method as set forth in claim 25 wherein the
providing the image processing controller further comprises
providing the image processing controller configured to
analyze the two or more allergy test samples sites spaced one
millimeter to five millimeters apart in the field of view in
each of the one or more captured images.

27. The method as set forth in claim 17 wherein the
positioning the illumination apparatus further comprises
positioning a first light source at an oblique angle with
respect to the opening to direct light toward the opening at
the oblique angle from normal.

28. The method as set forth in claim 27 wherein the
positioning the illumination apparatus further comprises
positioning a second light source to direct light toward the
opening at an angle substantially centered about normal.

29. The method as set forth in claim 28 wherein the
positioning the illumination apparatus further comprises
positioning a third light source to direct light toward the
opening at an oblique angle from normal and offset from the
first light source.

30. The method as set forth in claim 17 wherein the
positioning the illumination apparatus further comprises
providing an illumination apparatus configured to provide
substantially collimated light.

31. The method as set forth in claim 17 wherein the
providing the binding apparatus further comprises providing
an attachment member coupled to the housing configured to
enhance a grip between the housing and the body area.

32. The method as set forth in claim 17, wherein gener-
ating the difference image removes one or more image
features less than one millimeter in size, resulting from focus
changes or geometrical distortions, from the baseline image
and the assessment image.
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