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Introduction 

Medical terminology might seem like a new language at first since most medical terms have 

a foundation in the Latin or Greek languages. However, medical terms are always part of the 

language that includes them. For example, the word artery is English; in French, it is artère, but it 

is arteria in Spanish and pulsader in German. The word element, arteri , is Greek and means artery. 

In medical terminology, we use a word root and combine it with other word elements to form 

medical terms. Once you understand the rules for putting medical terms together, you will fi nd 

it easy to understand them. You will discover that in learning medical terminology, you are not 

studying a foreign language but rather increasing your English vocabulary. 

Let’s look at some examples. The root word mast is derived from the Greek word for 

breast. We can combine it with the suffix -ectomy , which means “removal of.” The new word 

mastectomy means “removal of the breast.” Another example is psychology . Psych (from the 

Greek word for “mind”) coupled with -logy tells us that psychology is the study of mental processes 

and behavior. 

When you look at a medical term, think of it as a whole term that can be broken up into 

pieces. These pieces help to define the word. As mentioned earlier, the suffix -logy means 

“the study of.” You can add that piece to other word roots and form a number of new words. 

Pathology (study of disease), dermatology (study of the skin),  

 



Word Elements 

T h e  f o u r  t y p e s  o f  w o r d  e l e m e n t s  t h a t  m a ke  u p  m e d i c a l  t e r m s  a r e  ro o t s ,  s u f f i xe s ,  p r ef i xe s ,  a n d  

c o m b i n i n g  f o r m s .  M e d i c a l  t e r m s  c o n t a i n  o n e  o r  m o r e  o f  t h e s e  e l e m e n t s .  

•  T h e  w o r d  r o o t  r e v e a l s  t h e  c e n t ra l  m e a n i n g  o f  t h e  w o r d  a n d  f r e q u e n t l y  d e s c r i b e s  a  b o d y  

p a r t .  I t  i s  t h e  b a s e  e l e m e n t  f ro m  w h i c h  o t h e r  r e l a t e d  t e r m s  m ay  b e  f o r m e d . ,  

p e r i a r t h r i t i s  ,  a r t h r  (  j o i n t )  i s  t h e  ro o t .  

•  S u f f i xe s  a l w ay s  c o m e  a t  t h e  e n d  o f  t h e  w o r d .  T h e y  a d d  m e a n i n g  t o  t h e  ro o t .  A  f e w  

e xa m p l e s  o f  s u f f i xe s  a r e  - e c t o my  ( r e m o va l  o f  ) ,  -  l o g y  ( s t u d y  o f  ) ,  - i t i s  ( i n f l a m m at i o n  o f ) ,  

- a l g i a  ( p a i n ) ,  a n d  - o m a  ( t u m o r ) .  T h e re  a r e  n u m e ro u s  s u f f i xe s  t h a t  c a n  b e  a d d e d  t o  v a r i o u s  

w o r d  ro o t s .  Yo u  o n l y  h av e  t o  l e a r n  t h e  s u f f i xe s  o n c e  b e c a u s e  t h e y  a r e  u s e d  r e p e at e d l y  

i n  m e d i c a l  t e r m i n o l o g y.  F o r  e xa m p l e ,  o n c e  y o u  k n o w  t h at  - i t i s  r e fe rs  t o  “ i n f l a m m at i o n  

o f,”  t h e n  y o u ’ l l  k n o w  m a s t i t i s  ( i n f l a m m at i o n  o f  t h e  b r e a s t ) ,  ga s t r i t i s  ( i n f l a m m a t i o n  

o f  t h e  s t o m a c h ) ,  a n d  a r t h r i t i s  ( i n f l a m m a t i o n  o f  a  j o i n t  

•  P r e f i xe s  a l w ay s  c o m e  a t  t h e  b e g i n n i n g  o f  t h e  w o r d  a n d  w i l l  f r e q u e n t l y  s u g g e s t  i n f o r m at i o n  

a b o u t  t h e  n u m b e r  o f  p a r t s ,  l o c a t i o n  o f  t h e  o r ga n ,  d i re c t i o n ,  t i m e ,  o r  f r e q u e n c y.  G e n e ra l l y,  

a  n e w  m e d i c a l  t e r m  i s  f o r m e d  w h e n  a  p r ef i  x  i s  a d d e d  t o  a  t e r m .  H y p e r -  ( o v e r,  a b o ve ,  

e xc e s s i v e ) ,  p e r i -  ( a ro u n d ) ,  t a c hy -  ( ra p i d ,  f a s t ) ,  e p i -  ( u p o n ,  o v e r ) ,  a n d  t r i -  ( t h re e )  a r e  a l l  

e xa m p l e s  o f  p r e f i xe s .  
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a. Analyzing of medical terms  

N o w  t h a t  y o u ’ ve  b e e n  i n t ro d u c e d  t o  t h re e  o f  t h e  f o u r  m a i n  e l e m e n t s  t h a t  c o m p o s e  m e d i c a l  

t e r m s ,  y o u  m u s t  l e a r n  h o w  t o  d i v i d e  t e r m s  i n t o  t h e i r  w o r d  e l e m e n t s — ro o t s ,  s u f f i xe s ,  a n d  

p r ef i xe s — i n  o r d e r  t o  u n d e rs t a n d  t h e i r  m e a n i n g s .  S e e  t h e  e xa m p l e s  b e l o w. 
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Wo r d  e l e m e n t s  a r e  g e n e ra l l y  c l a s s i f i e d  a s  a  ro o t ,  p r ef i x ,  o r  s u f f i x .  T h i s  i s  n o t  a  h a r d  a n d  

f a s t  r u l e ,  h o w e ve r.  S o m e t i m e s ,  y o u  w i l l  s e e  a  w o r d  ro o t  b e i n g  u s e d  a s  a  s u f f i x .  I n  t h e  f o l l o w i n g  

e xa m p l e ,  p a t h /o  i s  u s e d  a s  a  w o r d  ro o t  i n  p a t h o l o g y  ( s t u d y  o f  d i s e a s e )  a n d  t h e n  a ga i n  a s  a  s u f f i x  

i n  p s y c h o p a t h  ( d i s e a s e  o f  t h e  m i n d ) .  E xa m p l e :  “ p a t h ”  _  p a t h  /  o  /  l o g y  a n d  p sy c h  /  o  /  p a t h  

T h e  fo u r th  e l e m e n t  t o  c o n s i d e r  i s  t h e  c o m b i n i n g  fo r m ,  w h i c h  c o n s i s t s  o f  t h e  wo r d  ro o t  p l u s  

o n e  o r  m o r e  v o w e l s ,  o f t e n  a n  “o .”  T h e  v o w e l  i s  r e q u i re d  t o  f a c i l i t a t e  p ro n u n c i a t i o n .  T h e  “o ”  i s  

c a l l e d  t h e  c o m b i n i n g  v o w e l  .  A  c o m b i n i n g  v o w e l  i s  u s e d  b e t w e e n  t w o  w o r d  ro o t s .  I t  i s  a l s o  

u s e d  b e t w e e n  a  ro o t  a n d  a  s u f f i x  w h e n  t h e  s u f f i x  b e g i n s  w i t h  a  c o n s o n a n t . 
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WORD DIVISION MARKS 

 
Each root introduced hereafter will include its most common accompanying vowels or vowel 

consonant combinations separated by forward slant bars, as shown below: 

1. psych/o _ mind 

2. path/o _ disease 

3. arthr/o _ joint 

4. derm/o, dermat/o _ skin. 



S i n g u l a r  a n d  P l u r a l  E n d i n g s 

I n  E n g l i s h ,  w e  u s u a l l y  a d d  a n  s  o r  e s  t o  m a k e  a  w o r d  p l u r a l .  S i n c e  m a n y  o f  t h e  m e d i c a l  

t e r m s  h a v e  G r e e k  a n d  L a t i n  o r i g i n s ,  t h e  p l u r a l  e n d i n g s  s o m e t i m e s  f o l l o w  t h e  r u l e s  o f   t h e s e  l a n g u a g e s .  
W h e r e  E n g l i s h  r u l e s  a r e  n o t  p r e f e r r e d ,  p l u r a l s  a r e  f o r m e d  i n  t h e  f o l l o w i n g 

w a y s :  

•  I f  t h e  t e r m  e n d s  i n  a  ,  t h e  p l u r a l  i s  f o r m e d  b y  a d d i n g  a n  e  t o  t h e  w o r d .  

E x a m p l e :  s i n g u l a r  s c a p u l a  p l u r a l  s c a p u l a e  

•  W h e n  a  t e r m  e n d s  i n  a x  ,  c h a n g e  t h e  a x  t o  a c e s  t o  f o r m  t h e  p l u r a l .  

E x a m p l e :  s i n g u l a r  t h o r a x  p l u r a l  t h o r a c e s  

•  T o  f o r m  t h e  p l u r a l  o f  a  s i n g u l a r  t e r m  e n d i n g  i n  i s  ,  c h a n g e  t h e  i  t o  a n  e .  

E x a m p l e :  s i n g u l a r  n e u r o s i s  p l u r a l  n e u r o s e s  

•  I f  a  t e r m  e n d s  i n  i x  o r  i e  ,  c h a n g e  t h e  e n d i n g  t o  i c e s  t o  f o r m  t h e  p l u r a l .  

E x a m p l e :  s i n g u l a r  c e r v i x  p l u r a l  c e r v i c e s  

•  A  t e r m  e n d i n g  i n  u m  i s  m a d e  p l u r a l  b y  c h a n g i n g  t h e  u m  t o  a n  a  .  

E x a m p l e :  s i n g u l a r  s e p t u m  p l u r a l  s e p t a  

•  T o  f o r m  t h e  p l u r a l  o f  w o r d s  e n d i n g  i n  u s  ,  c h a n g e  t h e  u s  t o  a n  i  .  

E x a m p l e :  s i n g u l a r  c a l c u l u s  p l u r a l  c a l c u l i  

•  I f  a  t e r m  e n d s  i n  y ,  m a k e  i t  p l u r a l  b y  d r o p p i n g  t h e  y  a n d  a d d i n g  i e s  .  

E x a m p l e :  s i n g u l a r  b i o p s y  p l u r a l  b i o p s i e s 
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Table 1-1 Singular and Plural Word Endings  
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                Table  1-2  Common Roots  in  Medica l  Terms 
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Table 1-3 Common Suffixes in Medical Terms 



 

Table  1-4  Common Pref i xes  in  Medica l  Terms 
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