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Lecture two 
 

COMMON SUFFIX‘S & PREFIX‘S  

 

Introduction 

Lecture 1 presented the four common word elements used in medical terminology : roots,  suffixes, prefixes, and combining forms. 

This chapter will focus on suffixes and prefixes in greater detail to facilitate a better understanding and confidence in learning medical 

terms. 

Recall in Chapter 1 that a suffix is the word part that comes at the end of a word. The word suffix comes from the Latin word suffi 

xum , which may be translated as “to attach under or to the end of.” Although the suffix is located last in a medical term, it most 

often comes first in its definition. 

For example, appendicitis means “inflammation ( -itis ) of the appendix.” Therefore, the suffix, in this case -itis, provides us with the 

first word of the defining phrase. The term gastrectomy is another example. It is defined as “the removal of the stomach.” The 

definition begins with the meaning of the suffix, -ectomy, which means “removal of.” We analyzed the medical term by 

dividing it into its basic elements and translating it beginning with the suffix. 



Categories of suffixes  

A suf f ix  attached to  the  end o f  a  word  adds  meaning  to  the  root .  I t  may  modi fy  the  root  

to  ind icate  a  condi t ion,  d iagnost i c  test ,  procedure,  or  spec ia l ty.  For  example ,  cons ider  

the  term ar ter iostenosis  by  obser v ing  how i t  i s  d iv ided into  the  word e lements  and how 

the  suf f i x  - stenosis  modi f ies  the  root :  
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Al though not  a l l  medica l  terms  have  suf f i xes ,  when one  i s  used,  i t  i s  added to  the  root  or  

combin ing form.  

D iv id ing  suf f ixes  into  funct iona l  categor ies  makes  them eas ier  to  learn.  The  four  d iv i s ions  

are  as  fo l lows :  

•  Suff ixes  that  s ign i fy  medica l  condi t ions  

•  Suff ixes  that  s ign i fy  d iagnost ic  terms ,  test  informat ion,  or  surg ica l  procedures  

•  Suff ixes  assoc iated  wi th  a  medica l  spec ia l ty  or  spec ia l i st  

                        •  Suff i xes  that  convert  a  noun to  an  adject ive 
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Table 2-1 Suffixes that signify medical conditions 
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Table 2-2 Suff ixes that s ignify diagnostic terms test   information or surgical  

procedures 

 



Table 2-3 Suff ixes that signify medical specialties and specialist 
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Table 2-4 Suff ix that denote adjective and other common suff ixes 
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Categories of prefixes 

N ot  a l l  medica l  terms  inc lude  a  pref i x ,  a l though when one  i s  present ,  i t  i s  c r i t i ca l  to  the  

term’s  meaning .  For  example ,  hyper  g lycemia  (h igh  b lood sugar )  and hypo g lycemia  ( low 

b lood sugar )  name condi t ions  that  are  exact  oppos i tes  Let ’s  look  at  an  example  o f  how to  

ana lyze  a  term wi th  a  pref i x :  
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Seeing  pref ixes  in  words  we a l ready  know helps  us  ass imi late  the i r  meanings  quick ly  and  

enables  us  to  understand medica l  terms  we encounter  later  on.  For  that  reason,  we have  

chosen  common Eng l i sh  words  as  examples  in  some of  the  fo l lowing paragraphs  and 

tab les .  

D iv id ing  pref i xes  into  funct ional  categor ies ,  just  as  we d id  w i th  suf f i xes ,  a l so  makes  them  

eas ier  to  learn.  There  are  four  log ica l  d iv i s ions:  

•  Pref ixes  o f  t ime or  speed.  

•  Pref ixes  o f  d i rect ion.  

•  Pref ixes  o f  pos i t ion.  

•  Pref ixes  o f  s i ze  or  number. 
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Prefixes of time or speed 

Prefixes denoting t ime or speed are used in everyday Engl ish language.  Pre 

historic and post graduate are common words with a pref ix  relat ing to t ime.  

 

Table 2-5 Pref ixes of  t ime and speed  
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Prefixes of direction 

The word ab normal is  an example of  a word containing a pref ix  that  s ignif ies 

direct ion.  Ab -means “away from,” so abnormal means “away from normal.”  We 

use pref ixes in our everyday communications without bothering to analyze them. 
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Prefixes of position 

Inf rast ructure  ( inf ra -  means  “ ins ide”  or  “be low ”) ,  interstate  ( inter -  means  “between”) ,  

and para l ega l  (para -  means  “a longs ide”)  are  a l l  words  we f requent ly  use  that  have  

pref ixes  o f  pos i t ion  preceding  the i r  roots .  Hav ing  these  pref i x  meanings  a l ready  in  our  

vocabular ies  makes  i t  eas ier.  

Table  2 -6  Pref i xes  o f  d i rect ion   
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Prefixes of size or number   

A semiannual  (semi-  means “half ”;  annual  means “yearly ”)  sale is  one that 

occurs every s ix  months .  
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