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METHOD FOR PROTECTING A FIBER
OPTIC PROBE AND THE RESULTING FIBER
OPTIC PROBE

This application claim benefit of provisional No. 60/106,
749 filed Nov. 2, 1998.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

1. Field of the Invention

The invention is directed to method of protecting a fiber
optic probe and the resulting fiber optic probe.

2. Background of the Related Art

Optical fibers and collections or bundles of such optical
fibers are now commonly used for illumination, remote
viewing and remote spectroscopy in, for example, medicine,
industry and science. The function of a particular optical
fiber in a bundle can be illumination of a subject or collec-
tion of light from a subject or sample for remote viewing or
spectroscopic analysis of the light returned. It is common
practice to use a binding agent, adhesive or epoxy material
to hold the optical fibers together and in place within a probe
housing. Once fixed in place, it is common practice to polish
the ends of the optical fibers, and therefore the binding agent
and the housing, to a common surface level.

For example, FIG. 1 shows an exemplary endoscope 1
employing a fiber optic probe 10. The endoscope 1 includes
a transmit optical fiber bundle 20a, which conveys excita-
tion electromagnetic radiation from a radiation source 2 to a
target tissue. The endoscope 1 further includes a return
optical fiber bundle 205 for communicating reflected/
scattered electromagnetic radiation or fluorescent emissions
from a target tissue to a detector 3. The transmit and return
optical fibers can be co-located; or can be the same optical
fibers. The endoscope may further include a handle 4 for
positioning the fiber optic probe 10.

FIG. 1B shows the structure of fiber optic probe 10 of the
endoscope 1. The apparatus includes a housing 60 having a
long body portion 5, which is intended to be inserted into a
body of a patient. The body portion 5 may have a diameter
that is sufficiently small so that the body portion 5 can be
inserted into blood vessels, or a natural lumen or body cavity
of a patient.

As shown in FIG. 2, each optical fiber contains a core 20a,
preferably formed of glass or plastic, and a cladding 205,
preferably formed of doped glass or plastic. The optical
fibers 20 may also include a buffer 20c¢ and/or a jacket 204,
preferably formed of protective materials, such as, for
example, plastic or polyimide. As shown in FIGS. 1B, 1C
and 2, the optical fibers 20 are bundled using a binding agent
30.

A microscopic examination of a fiber optic probe that has
been constructed and polished as discussed above, fre-
quently reveals that the binding agent and optical fiber
components are not at the same height. Either the materials
are polished back further due to their softer nature, or the
materials shrink back upon aging. As shown in FIG. 2,
which shows the face 15 of the fiber optic probe 10 of FIG.
1, this creates spaces 35 between the ends or faces of the
optical fibers 36 and the binding agent 30 where contami-
nants 40, such as bits of dust, polishing compound, adhesive
residue and the like can collect. When the ends of such
optical fibers 26 are wiped for cleaning, the materials
collected in these spaces may be moved to the ends or faces
of the optical fibers 36 and leave the fiber faces 36 with more
dirt and residue than before cleaning.
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In addition, there are materials in medicine and industry
which one would like to minimize collecting on the probe in
the void spaces or on the surfaces of the fibers.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

An object of the invention is to solve at least the above
problems and/or disadvantages and to provide at least the
advantages described hereinafter.

According to a preferred embodiment of the invention, a
fiber optic probe comprises a housing, at least one optical
fiber disposed within the housing, one end of each of the at
least one optical fiber being disposed adjacent an opening in
the housing forming a probe face, a binding agent that binds
the at least one optical fiber within the housing, and a
protective coating sealingly covering the probe face to
prevent contaminants from contacting the at least one optical
fiber. The at least one optical fiber may comprise a plurality
of optical fibers, and the protective coating may sealingly
cover portions of the binding agent located between the
plurality of optical fibers.

The protective coating is preferably formed of an
adhesive, an epoxy or a polymer. The binding agent is also
preferably formed of an adhesive, an epoxy and a polymer.
The protective coating is preferably polished so that a cone
angle of the at least one optical fiber is preserved, or is
substantially the same as a cone angle that the at least one
optical fiber has without the protective coating.

The at least one optical fiber may receive light from a
greater subject surface area with the protective coating than
without the protective coating. Further, the at least one
optical fiber may illuminate a greater subject surface area
with the protective coating than without the protective
coating.

Further, a preferred method embodying the invention for
protecting a fiber optic probe that includes a housing, at least
one optical fiber disposed within the housing, one end of the
optical fiber being disposed adjacent an opening in the
housing forming a probe face, and a binding agent that binds
the at least one optical fiber within the housing, comprises
polishing the probe face, cleaning the probe face after
polishing the probe face, and sealing the probe face with a
protective coating. The method may further comprise pol-
ishing the protective coating. The step of polishing the
protective coating may comprise polishing the protective
coating to control the spot size of the at least one optical
fiber. The step of cleaning the probe face may comprise
ultrasonic cleaning, or flooding the probe head with at least
one of water and solvent at normal or high pressure.

The protective coating is preferably formed of an
adhesive, an epoxy and/or a polymer. The protective coating
is preferably polished so that a cone angle of the at least one
optical fiber is preserved. Further, the protective coating may
be configured so that the at least one optical fiber receives
light from a greater subject surface area with the protective
coating than without the protective coating. Furthermore, the
protective coating may be configured so that the at least one
optical fiber illuminates a greater subject surface area with
the protective coating than without the protective coating.

Additional advantages, objects, and features of the inven-
tion will be set forth in part in the description which follows
and in part will become apparent to those having ordinary
skill in the art upon examination of the following or may be
learned from practice of the invention. The objects and
advantages of the invention may be realized and attained as
particularly pointed out in the appended claims.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

The invention will be described in detail with reference to
the following drawings, in which like reference numerals
refer to like elements, and wherein:
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FIGS. 1A-1C show an exemplary endoscope employing
a fiber optic probe;

FIG. 2 shows a face of a related art fiber optic probe
littered with contaminants;

FIG. 3 shows a face of a fiber optic probe according to a
preferred embodiment of the invention;

FIG. 4 is a schematic diagram of light entering a fiber
optic probe without the protective coating of the invention;
and

FIG. 5 is a schematic diagram of light entering a fiber
optic probe according to a preferred embodiment of the
invention.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF PREFERRED
EMBODIMENTS

FIG. 3 shows a face 115 of a fiber optic probe 110
according to a preferred embodiment of the invention. The
fiber optic probe 110 includes a housing 160 in which optical
fibers 120 are bundled using a binding agent 130. Each
optical fiber 120 contains a core 120a, preferably formed of
glass or plastic, and a cladding 1205, preferably formed of
doped glass or plastic. The optical fibers 120 may also
include a buffer 120c and/or a jacket 120d, preferably
formed of protective materials, such as, for example, plastic
or polyimide. The binding agent 130 is preferably formed of
an adhesive, an epoxy and/or a polymer; however, other
materials may also be appropriate.

Spaces 135 are formed between the ends or faces of the
optical fibers 136 and the binding agent 130 and/or the buffer
120c and jacket 120d of the optical fiber 120 when the face
of the probe 115 is polished after manufacture. A protective
coating 150 is bonded to the probe face so that it covers and
substantially fills the spaces 135, as well as covers the ends
or faces of the optical fibers 136. The protective coating 150
is preferably formed of an adhesive, an epoxy or a polymer;
however, other materials may also be appropriate. The
protective coating 150 prevents contaminants, such as, for
example, bits of dust, polishing compound, adhesive residue
and the like from collecting on the ends or faces of the
optical fibers 136 and in the spaces 135.

According to a preferred method of the invention, after
manufacture of a fiber optic probe, the face of the fiber optic
probe is polished. After polishing, the ends or faces of the
optical fibers 136 may be substantially flush with the binding
agent 130, or spaces 135 may be formed between the ends
or faces of the optical fibers 136 and the binding agent 130.
The probe face 115 is then cleaned either by ultrasonic
cleaning, which employs sounds waves to dislodge and
remove contaminants from the spaces 135, or by flooding
the probe face 115 with, for example, water or a solvent at,
for example, normal or high pressure to dislodge and remove
the contaminants from the spaces 135. The probe face 115 is
then sealed with a protective coating 150.

The protective coating is polished to obtain desired opti-
cal properties. That is, the “cone angle,” or the maximum
angle of which the optical fiber will support light coming or
going into the optical fiber, of the respective optical fibers
120 is preserved, while the “spot size,” or surface area of a
subject which the optical fiber illuminates or from which the
optical fiber receives reflected light, of the respective optical
fibers 120 is increased.

For example, referring to FIG. 4, for a fiber optic probe
without a protective coating, Snell’s Law applies as follows:

7, sin ©,=n, sin 6,

where n, is the index of refraction of the optical fiber, n, is
the index of refraction of the fiber cladding, 8, is the angle
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of incidence and 6, is the angle of refraction. For the critical
angle calculation, 0, is set equal to 0,,,;.,; Where 0, equals
/2, then

1y 8in Oc,iycar o Sin (1/2)=n,
so that
S O ciicar=ta/y

which is usually defined as the numeric aperture (NA) of the
optical fiber. To calculate the “cone angle,” Snell’s Law for
the critical angle case is applied where

71 $in 0,0, =11 8i0 (@/2-0cpisicar)=111 €08 Ocyisicarty
02
\/l‘sm O itical

so that
nsin 0,,,,=vn2-n2

As shown in FIG. 5, with a protective coating having an
index of refraction n; the following applies:

T $in 6,,400=n5 sin 6,,,,=Yn,>-n,>

so that the resulting cone angle, 0,,,,,.,, is the same after the
protective coating as if the protective coating were not
present, but the effective spot size at the surface of the layer
is d tan 6,,,.,, which is larger in radius than the fiber core
radius, where d is the thickness of the protective coating 150
between a surface of the protective coating 150 located
adjacent the face of the optical fiber 136 and the outer
surface of the protective coating 150.

Depending on the tissue being interrogated, the material
(and thus, the index of refraction) and thickness of the
protective coating may be selected so as to obtain the desired
parameters while minimizing cross-talk between the various
optical fibers. Further, the material of the protective coating
may be selected so that the fiber optic probe may be
disinfected and/or sterilized without affecting the optical
characteristics of the protective coating.

Such a protective coating on the probe face makes clean-
ing and maintenance of the fiber optic probe easier. By using
high refractive index material, one can also focus each
optical fiber to a tighter spot by effectively decreasing the
numeric aperture (NA) of the optical fiber. By polishing the
protective coating to a specific thickness, one can tailor the
spot size of each optical fiber at the probe face.

The foregoing embodiments and advantages are merely
exemplary and are not to be construed as limiting the present
invention. The present teaching can be readily applied to
other types of apparatuses. The description of the invention
is intended to be illustrative, and not to limit the scope of the
claims. Many alternatives, modifications, and variations will
be apparent to those skilled in the art. In the claims,
means-plusfunction clauses are intended to cover the struc-
tures described herein as performing the recited function and
not only structural equivalents but also equivalent structures.

What is claimed is:

1. A fiber optic probe comprising:

a housing;

at least one optical fiber disposed within the housing, one

end of each of the at least one optical fiber being
disposed adjacent an opening in the housing forming a
probe face;

a binding agent that binds the at least one optical fiber

within the housing; and

a protective coating sealingly covering the probe face to

prevent contaminants from contacting the at least one
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