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Interpret and apply
medical terminology
appropriately

The information set out in this workbook is intended for education and training only.
Every effort is made to ensure the accuracy of the information presented in these
materials.
The producers of this material accept no liability or responsibility for the accuracy or
completeness of the information contained within or for any loss or damage whatsoever suffered
as a result of direct or indirect use or application of any of these training materials.
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What is Medical Terminology?
There are a number of professions who use specific words and terms to describe
events and situations that occur within their field. Lawyers are renowned for using
language that most of us would find difficult to interpret, medical terminologies are
universal to the healthcare or medical industry. It's their very own language and it helps
them understand completely what is happening or what has to be done to help a
patient.
Medical terminology is made up of the terms that describe body organs, systems, and
their functions, body locations, diseases, clinical, diagnostic imaging, and laboratory
testing, together with clinical procedures, surgeries, and diagnoses.
Origin of medical terminology
The majority of medical words are based on Latin and Greek origin e.g. the Greek
word for kidney is ‘nephro.” The Latin word for kidney is ‘ren.’
Medical procedures and equipment
Medical procedures fall into two broad categories: diagnostic and surgical.
Diagnostic procedures are preformed for the purpose of determining the cause of an
illness.
Surgical procedures are operations performed to treat a medical problem after the
diagnosis has been established.
The type of medicine a Practice is involved with and/or the the various medical
procedures associated with it will influence the range of terminology staff will need to
understand.
Staff may also be required to know the names of medical equipment and instruments
used at the Practice.
There is a mulitude of medical instruments. Each area of medicine has its own
specialised range, for example endoscopes, are instuments that view parts of the
body. Colposcopes, hysteroscopes and colonscopes are all types or endoscope.
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Common words you may hear in a health setting
Word

Meaning

asymptomatic

no symptoms of disease

prognosis

likely outcome

acute

quick onset, short duration

chronic

long term

benign

not cancerous

malignant

cancerous

remission

no signs or symptoms of disease

aetiology

cause

familial

occurs frequently in families

hereditary

passed down from parents to children

genetics

the science

congenital

born with

contagious

easily transmitted from person to person

syndrome
oedema

a set of signs and symptoms specific to a particular
condition
swelling

pandemic

a disease or illness occurring worldwide

epidemic

outbreak of disease in particular region

idiopathic

unknown cause

Composition of medical words
At the beginning of a medical term, you often (but not always) find the prefix, which
can indicate the direction, the where, the when, and the amount.
Next comes the root word, indicating the body part involved.
The suffix at the end of a term is often your first hint to the definition of the term. It can
indicate a procedure, a condition, or a disease.
A medical term usually describes in one word a disease or condition that, under normal
circumstances, would take several words to describe.
An example of this is the word ‘pericarditis.
The suffix is –itis meaning inflammation.
The root word - is card meaning heart. The prefix is peri- meaning around or enclosing.
Therefore ‘pericarditis’ is the inflammation of the area surrounding the heart.
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What is a root word?
The root of a word is the part that contains the essential meaning of the word. Very
often the root of the word relates to a body part. Therefore if you have a good
knowledge of root words then you at least have an understanding of which area of the
body the word or term relates to. In the word pericarditis the root word ‘card’
describes the heart. So from there you can determine that the word describes a
condition of the heart.
Combining vowels
Sometimes medical terms have more than one root word. An example of this is the
word leucocyte. The root words are ‘leuc’ meaning white and ‘cyte’ meaning a cell.
To join these two words together the vowel ‘o’ was used to ensure a smoother flow
with pronunciation. The letter ‘o’ is the most common vowel used when two or more
words are joined. However, vowels such as ‘I’ and ‘a’ are also used.
A combining vowel is not used when the suffix beings with a vowel, for example, arthrit is, leuk-aemia and hyster-ectomy.
A combining vowel is not used to link a prefix with another word part, for example,
dysuria.
The following are common root words that relate to body parts
Root Word

Example

rhin

nose

naso

nose

crani

skull

aural

ear

ot

ear

trache

trachea

cervic

neck

ophthalm

eye

oral

mouth

dent

teeth

steth

chest

mast

breast

mamma

breast

laparo

abdomen

cost

ribs

carp

wrist

chiro

hand

pod

foot
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encephal

brain

cerebr

brain

derm

skin

dorsi

back or posterior

abdomin/o

abdomen

aden/o

gland

aort/o

aorta

bio

life

bronch/i

bronchus

cardi/o

heart

cerebell/o

cerebellum

cerebr/i

cerebrum

cholecyst/o

gallbladder

col/o

colon

cost/o

rib

cyan/o

blue

cysti,

bladder or cyst

dipl/o

double, twice

enter/o

intestine

erythr/o

red

gastr/o

stomach

gynec/o

female

hemat/o

blood

hepat/o

liver

hist/o,

tissue

intestin/o

intestine

lacrima

tears

laryng/o

larynx

lith/o

stone (in gallbladder or kidney)

lymph/o

lymph vessels

mening/o

meninges

myring/o

eardrum

necr/o

death

nephr/o

kidney
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neur/o

nerve

path/o

disease

pharmac/o

drug

phleb/o

vein

pleur/o

pleura, rib (side)

ren/i

kidney

sept/o

infection

tend/o

tendon

thorac/o

chest

thyroid/o

thyroid gland

trache/o

trachea

tympan/o

eardrum

ureter/o

ureter

urethr/o

urethra

What is a suffix?
A suffix can be a letter or letters placed at the end of a word that also adds more
meaning. In medical words the suffix often describes, a condition procedure or a
disease process. In the word pericarditis the suffix denotes inflammation and therefore
describes the inflammatory disease process occurring in the heart.
Common Suffixes
Suffix

Meaning

oscopy
ostomy

visual examination of internal cavity
using a scope
creation of an artificial opening

otomy

process of cutting into

para

to bear, live birth

pepsia

digestion

phagia

eating or swallowing

pnoea

breathing

rrhagia

burst forth, excessive flow

statis

stop or control

uria

urination, urine

algia

pain

centesis
continence

surgical puncture using a needle to
aspirate
to
stop fluid

cytosis

condition of cells
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drome

run, running

ism

state of or condition

itis

inflammation

lithiasis

calculus or stone

malacia

softening

megaly

enlargement

ology

study of

oma

tumour or mass

Suffixes with similar meanings:
The following suffixes all mean ‘relating to’ and form common endings for many
medical words.
Suffix

Example

ac

cardiac

al

skeletal

ary

salivary

ar

muscular

ic

allergic

ical

surgical

Suffixes referring to medical procedures
Suffixes

Meaning

Example

gram

a record/tracing

electrocardiogram

graph

an instrument that records electrocardiograph

ostomy

surgical opening

colostomy

oscopy

looking at/examining

colonoscopy

ectomy

removal of

tonsillectomy

otomy

surgical incision

osteotomy

plasty

repair

rhinoplasty
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What is a prefix?
A prefix is a letter or group of letters placed at the beginning of a word to add further
meaning to the word. For example in the word pericarditis the prefix ‘peri’ meaning
surrounding helps to identify where the inflammation is in relation to the heart.
Common Prefixes
Prefix

Meaning

Example

A-

without or lack of

asymptomatic

Bi-

two

biceps

Dys-

difficult, painful, uncomfortable

dyspnoea

Endo

within

endocardium

Epi

on, over, upon

epidermis

Hemi

half

hemiplegia

Hydro

water

hydrocephalus

Pan

all

pandemic

Para

abnormal

paracentesis

Peri

around

pericardium

Sub

below, under

sublingual

Trans

through, across, beyond

transient

The following is a list of prefixes that denote measurement or quantity:
Prefix

Meaning

Example

micro

small

microscopic

mega

large

megaly

macro

large

macroscopic

poly

many

polycystic

hyper

excess

hypertension

hypo

deficiency

hypotension

The following prefixes denote colour:
Prefix

Meaning

Example

glauc

grey

glaucoma

leuc/leuk

white

leucocyte

erythr

red

erythrocyte

melan

black

melanoma

cirrh

yellow

cirrhosis

cyan

blue

cyanosis
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The following prefixes denote speed:
Prefix

Meaning

Example

brady

slow

bradycardia

tachy

fast

tachycardia

Eponyms
Not all medical terms can be broken down easily into basic word parts. Medical
eponyms are terms used in medicine which are named after people (and occasionally
places or things. For instance, Parkinson’s disease, Alzheimer’s disease.
Acronyms
An acronym is a pronounceable word formed from the first letter or first few letters of
each word in a phrase or title. Most acronyms are expressed in uppercase letters, but
not always. For example, laser stands for (Light Amplification by Stimulated Emission
of Radiation)
There are many acronyms in medical terminology and it is essential to know the
context in which they are used, because many are the same or sound similar, but have
very different meanings.
Here are some examples of common medical acronyms.
•

CAT: Computerized axial tomography (scan)

•

MRI: Medical records information

•

MRI: Magnetic Resonance Imaging

•

QQH: every four hours

Abbreviations and symbols
Care should be taken with the use and interpretation of abbreviations and symbols as
there is often more than one meaning to an abbreviation. The following examples are
generally widely accepted.
Abbreviation/Symbol Meaning
Ca

cancer

02

oxygen

C02

carbon dioxide

C/O

complaining of

DOA

date of admission/date of accident/dead on arrival

O/E

on examination

LA

local anaesthetic

GA

general anaesthetic

FB

foreign body/fluid balance
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IMI

intra muscular injection

IVI

intra venous injection

NAD

normal

SOB

short of breath

PH

past history

ICU

intensive care unit

CCU

coronary care unit

STAT

immediately

CVA

cerebro-vascular accident (stroke)

E&R

examination and review (second opinion)

TIA

transient ischaemic attack (mini stroke)

PD

provisional diagnosis

CT

computerised tomography

OPD

outpatients department

INR
CXR

international normalised ratio (identifies risk of bleeding
during
warfarin therapy)
chest x-ray

IHD

ischaemic heart disease

RUQ

right upper quadrant

S&S

signs and symptoms

T

temperature

Rₓ

treatment

#

fracture/number

↓

decreased

↑

increased

mg

milligram

++

denotes quantity

2/7

2 days

2/52

2 weeks

2/12

2 months

2/24

2 hours

The 24hr clock

1am = 0100hrs, 2pm = 1400hrs etc.
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Common pharmacy abbreviations
mane

morning

q6h

every six hours

ncocte

night

q8h

Every eight hours

prn

when required

qid

four times per day

q

every

tds

three times per day

qd

every day

BD

twice a day

Common pathology tests
1. LFT – (Liver function tests) are a group of blood tests that measure some
enzymes, proteins and substances that are produced or excreted by the liver.
2. FBC – (Full blood count) is a common test that is used to diagnose a wide range
of illnesses, infections and diseases. It may indicate anaemia, infection or some
blood cancers such as leukaemia.
3. Fe Blood test or Iron studies – iron is needed to help carry oxygen throughout
the body. Low iron levels can lead to anaemia leading to fatigue and lack of
energy. Too much iron (or haemochromatosis) increases the risk of a number
of serious conditions including liver disease, heart failure, arthritis and diabetes.
4. TSH – (Thyroid Stimulating Hormone) is performed to screen, diagnose and
monitor treatment for thyroid disorders. Thyroid hormones regulate a range of
vital bodily functions including breathing, heart rate and body weight,
temperature and general energy levels
5. Urinalysis – A urinalysis is a test performed on a sample of urine to look for
some metabolic disorders such as diabetes, kidney disorders and urinary tract
infections.
6. INR (International Normalised Ratio) – Many patients are on a clot-preventing
medication called warfarin. People with heart conditions such as an irregular
heartbeat or after replacement of a heart valve may need to take this
medication.
7. D Dimer are tests used to help rule out the presence of an inappropriate blood
clot (thrombus). Some of the conditions that the D-dimer test is used to help
rule out include: Deep vein thrombosis (DVT) Pulmonary embolism (PE)

Terminology Guide V1 19.09.2018

Page 11 of 60

Strategies for tackling new words
Some medical words can be quite difficult to learn so medical administrative and
support staff need to learn some methods of dealing with unfamiliar words so they can
use the words appropriately, and spell and pronounce them correctly. There are
strategies staff can use to help them become familiar with medical terminology that
will be used in the workplace.
With medical terminology, sounds are not always pronounced the same as in English,
and sometimes there may be more than one acceptable pronunciation. You should
learn how to pronounce phonetically, by breaking up the word into smaller parts.
For example, the medical condition encephalitis, meaning inflammation or infection of
the brain, can be pronounced with a hard of soft ‘C’. Some people pronounce it enkef-a-lite-iss and others en-sef-a-lite-iss.
Your medical dictionary is one of your best resources for learning correct pronunciation
and spelling of medical words. Medical practices generally have a number of medical
dictionaries available in either hard copy or electronically.
Practice managers and other experienced staff can also provide assistance where
necessary.
It is also possible to install specialised medical terminology spell check software on
computers but users will still need to check that terminology has been used in the
correct context.
Note: Ensure you are using an Australian medical dictionary. Words can be spelt
differently in other countries such as America.
If medical administrative and support staff are uncertain about a word or abbreviation
they should find out what it means. Applying the wrong meaning to a word in a medical
context can lead to serious consequences. Staff should not guess the meaning or try
to work around the word. If they are drawing up reports or written correspondence,
they must not pretend to understand and write something, which is near enough to
what they heard. Many medical words or phrases sound the same or similar, yet have
quite different meanings. Incorrect or out of context usage might completely change
the intended meaning of a sentence or communication.
While medical terms may at first appear very complicated, if you can divide the words
into parts that each carry their own meaning then the meaning of the whole word
becomes clear.
Departments/Sections in a hospital
Medical administrative staff must be familiar with the names of the hospitals, types of
institutions their organisation deals with and the areas of medicine available or
procedures associated with them. They might need to use this information when
preparing correspondence, taking and sending messages, maintaining a patient’s
file, drawing up invoices and/or completing records. For these purposes also, correct
spelling is important.
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Medical centres associated or allied with medical practices include:
Private Hospitals

Public Hospitals

Blood banks

Hospices

Pathology and serum laboratories

Nursing homes

Specialist places such as breast screen clinics, maternity hospitals, X-ray
departments etc.
The Departments or sections in a hospital might include:
Acute assessment unit

Coronary care unit

Emergency department

Intensive-care unit

Neonatal intensive- care unit

Nursing unit

On-call room

Oncology unit

Cardiac unit

Paediatric and paediatric intensivecare unit

Physical therapy

The size and type of hospital will determine the different departments in the
hospital.
Use Checklists where appropriate
Most workplaces have recording systems applicable to messages, instructions,
incoming and outgoing information. Medical Administrative staff will receive training
from their supervisors in how these systems operate and how they should use them.
Many of the recording tasks they undertake will relate to financial, legal, statutory, or
audit requirements. There will be specific procedural applications they are expected
to follow.
Systems maintain the integrity and consistency of information management. They
contribute to the effective operation, organisation & workability of office procedures.
Most tasks should be recorded in some form. For example supervisors might need to
communicate with a patient or medical specialist regarding an intended medical
procedure.
Prior to contacting the client they might want to know what kind of information has
been sent previously and when it was sent. This information should be accurately
recorded and filed so that it is accessible and retrievable.
Medical Administrative staff might be required to prepare a quote for a specific
medical procedure for a patient. They should record the quote information plus the
date on which the quote was drawn up, date sent and any response received from
the patient.
Medical practices might have standard checklists for routine tasks that administrative
staff can refer to. A checklist outlines what needs to be done, who should do it and
when it should be completed. As tasks are completed they should be crossed off the
list or ticked as being completed.
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Standard checklists might include:
End of day financial reconciliation, Opening and closing procedures, Incoming and
outgoing mail, Stock ordering
For example, and opening procedure checklist could include tasks such as:
-

Turn on lights
Turn on computer equipment, printers and photocopier
Top up paper supply in printers and photocopiers
Process messages from answering service
Unlock front door
Water plants
Put newspaper in lunchroom
Unlock file room

Recording instructions and creating a checklist to record and monitor tasks enables
individual practice staff to clarify their own duties, to plan what they need to do and to
retrieve information if there is a need for follow-up action. By checking off tasks as
they are completed they can keep an accurate record that can be referred back to as
needed.
Using checklists ensures that practice staff keep a track of what they need to do and
of what must still be done. By crossing off or ticking tasks as completed it is possible
to determine what is still left to do, and how the remaining tasks can be fitted into the
necessary time frames. Checking off or ticking off tasks is also motivation. Being
able to see what has been done motivates individuals to move onto the next task.
Date

Request
from

Task

Resources

Timelines

4/3

Amanda
(Practice
Manager)

Check stock levels

Physical

Wednesday
of next
week

Dr Eames
( New
Doctor)

Photocopying
details of theatre
booking procedures

Practice
procedure
manual

By end of
week

Dr Harper
(city
hospital)

Locate X-Ray for D.
Murchison &
organise courier

Dr Wren

ASAP

Prepare stock report
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Interpret and adhere to the policies and procedures of the workplace
Medical administrative staff must know, understand and follow the relevant policies
and procedures for performing administrative tasks for written & oral communication.
Policies and procedures are written documents that include guidelines and practices
developed to address legal, ethical and regulatory requirements.
Both Policies and procedures convey to employees and to other stakeholders in the
organisation’s interests- Their vision, mission, goals and methods they intend to use
to achieve those goals.
Staff need to know how to access and interpret this documentation and why it is
necessary to comply with the different policies and procedures. Supervisors or office
managers can assist new staff to familiarise themselves with the documentation.
Policies
A Policy is a high level, overall plan embracing the general goals and expectations of
an institution or organisation- a statement that guides behaviour, influences
decisions, and sets general parameters related to how the business will be
conducted and to what is expected of employees.
Policy documents outline philosophies and the ways in which the organisation or
business will support its visions, mission and goals. Policies can range from broad
philosophies to specific rules. They should provide broad constraints, scope for
decision-making, and include sufficient flexibility of action to suit different situations.
They do not provide specific details or steps.
Policies include, but are not limited to:
-

Transfer of medical records
Follow up of tests, results and referrals
Vaccine storage
Privacy and security of personal health information
Drug storage and disposal
Patient rights
Appointments

Procedures
A Procedure, on the other hand, is a more specific statement. It describes how a
policy is to be practically applied. Procedures are specific, factual, succinct and to
the point. Procedures also outline reporting processes- The people to whom workers
should report, the types of reports that should be made and they type of information
that should be contained in reports.
Procedures are documented and recorded so they can be referred to as needed.
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Procedures include, but are not limited to:
-

Administrative systems of the workplace including filing and recordkeeping.
Workplace programs and timetable management systems
Use of Equipment
Staff rosters
Emergency response
Staff security and safety procedures
Charging, invoicing and receipting
Submission of medical claims
Gathering, recording and filing information and documents
Maintaining filing system integrity and security

In some organisations procedures will be further broken down into task instructions
which are called Standard Operating Procedures (SOPs). SOPs generally apply to
specific tasks and contain step-by-step instructions for completing tasks.
SOPs could be written for a variety of procedures including:
-

Accessing and updating files
Cleanliness, hygiene and general housekeeping
Correspondence and correspondence formats
Emergency procedures
Telephone protocols
Methods of collecting, collating, recording, storing and protecting information
Security, confidentiality and privacy processes

Procedures and SOPs exist so that everyone in the organisation will know what to do
and when to do it.
They also indicate the standard of work that is required from employees which helps
to ensure a consistent type and standard of service across the business which, in
turn, improves efficiency and effectiveness in the workplace and complies with
legislative requirements and standards.
Some specific procedural expectations might relate to:
1. Telephone Protocols. Each organisation will have specific procedures for
staff to follow when answering the phone and when taking messages. As well
as answering the telephone in the correct manner, staff need to understand
the type of information they can give to patients, health professionals and
other callers. They must ensure that they can correctly pronounce the medical
words they might need to use when sharing information over the phone with
clients/patients.
2. Correspondence. Staff must know when to use the practice’s letterheads,
memos or fax templates. Expectations regarding email headings and
signatures will be outlined in the organisation’s procedures. Staff must know
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with whom they are authorised to communicate, what they are authorised to
communicate and who needs to check correspondence and /or provide the
final sign-off as needed. They must follow the expected procedures for
formatting the presenting information. This might involve using particular
templates, specific medical terminology, abbreviations, jargon (acronyms
etc.).
3. Privacy. Each practice will have specific policies and procedures relating to
maintenance of client/patient confidentiality. When collecting, documenting
and storing patient/client information privacy legislation and legislation relating
to the protection and maintenance of client health records must be complied
with. The organisation will have policies and procedures that must be
understood and carefully adhered to. Privacy legislation, policy and
procedural expectations will also relate to verbal exchange of information- for
instance, conversations with patients, doctors, colleagues & visitors.
Accessing policies and procedures
All employees in the organisation should know which policies and procedures are
relevant to the work they do and should know how to access the policy and
procedure documents held by the organisation. Information about policies can be
passed on to employees during induction, at staff meetings, through ongoing training
and by ensuring a free flow of information within the organisation. As policies
change, are updated or new policies are developed staff must be properly informed.
In most medical practices there will be what is called and Office Practice Manual.
This manual will contain information about policies and procedures. Staff must know
where the document is kept and how to access it.
A practice code of ethics (behaviour, conduct, practice) is a document which
provides guidelines for staff on their expected behaviours. This document also
should be available for staff to access as needed.
Other documentation related to polies and procedures might be available from allied
health bodies such as the Royal Australian College of General Practitioners
(RACGP).
Seek Clarification when necessary
If Medical administrative staff have difficulty with either the meaning of context of
terminology they must ask for assistance. It is better to ask than to risk making
potentially dangerous mistakes.
Managers, supervisors and more experienced staff can be consulted if medical
administrative staff require clarification of a task, a procedure, or of
words/terminology. Medical practitioners will also be able to provide suitable
assistance.
They can also test their understanding of medical words and their proper contexts by
discussing them with a supervisor or colleagues. It is best to ask colleagues when
they are not busy as they will have more time to discuss the use of terminology more
thoroughly.
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Look up the word in a medical dictionary
Most workplaces will have both a regular English dictionary and a medical dictionary
available for practice staff to consult when necessary. Many dictionaries also provide
information on how to say/pronounce the words. If a dictionary provides a phonetic
guide to the pronunciation of the words, it will also contain an explanation of the
symbols used.
Make sure that the dictionary is an Australian/English edition, not American. There
are differences in what is considered to be correct spelling. The Australian/English
spelling tends to follow the original Greek and Latin spelling of medical terms.
American spelling is often simplified.
Carry Out routine tasks
This section addresses the following performance criteria:
- Use Medical Terminology correctly in the completion of routine tasks
- Seek assistance from supervisor or experienced staff members as required
Use medical terminology correctly in the completion of routine tasks and seek
assistance from supervisors or experienced staff members as required.
Advance medical terminology will be used in many routine administrative tasks in a
medical practice.
Routine tasks can include:
-

Completing stock records
Processing orders, e.g. drugs, general/office equipment and supplies
Processing patient details, e.g. maintaining patient files(paper-based and
electronic)
Processing medical accounts
Processing and responding to requests and enquiries, e.g. From patients,
sales. Representatives and medical practitioners
Making and recording appointments
Making bookings e.g. Theatre bookings etc.
Word processing referrals

Medical administrative staff might also be involved in assisting patients with
specialist appointments, word processing brochures, information sheets etc. Many
practices will provide information sheets to clients/patients. These sheets might
contain information that clients/patients need- about the practice, its personnel,
procedure options, service costs and hours of operation, practice contact details etc.
The Use of correctly applied medical terminology when completing routine tasks will
ensure that:
-

Other people understand what is being said or is required
Communication is addressed to the correct audience, at the correct level
Misunderstandings are less likely to occur
Mistakes are less likely
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If incorrect medical terminology is used, if words are incorrectly spelled or are used
in the wrong context, mistakes can occur. Mistakes could relate to orders and order
processing, drug prescription and dispensation, incorrect information regarding
Patent symptoms, incorrect instructions for patients etc. Such mistakes can be costly
and quite dangerous.
For instance, medical secretaries might need to deal with carious allied health
bodies. They might also need to pass on information about or from these bodies to
clients/patients, managers or practitioners. They should familiarise themselves with
the different bodies and with the federal and state/territory health departments and
regulatory bodies and the customary ways of referring them.
Many of these bodies are known by their initials, for example:
1. The AMA( Australian Medical Association)
2. The RACGP (the Royal Australian College or General Practitioners)
3. The MBS (Medical Benefits Schedule) – A schedule of recommended fees for
service provided.
Departments that a practice might deal with, particularly in the context of payment of
accounts or subsidised medical treatments include
-

DVA (department of Veterans’ Affairs)
Transport Accident Commission
Medicare
Private health insurers
WorkCover

Ordering
When ordering goods correct terminology will ensure that the practice receives the
goods that are required.
Receiving goods
When ordered goods are delivered it is necessary to the check the goods against the
invoice or delivery sheet. Administrative staff will need to know what has been
ordered and to determine whether the goods are received correspond with those
ordered. Therefore, they must be able to recognise the brand and generic names of
products.
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Medical supplies include, but are not limited to:
-

Sponges
Gauze
Dressings
Needles
Syringes
Betadine
Chlorhexidine
Vaccinations
Blood vials
Lubricants
Stethoscopes
Sutures
Blood pressure kits
Tweezers
Spirometers
Tourniquets
Defibrillators
Episcopes
Ophthalmoscopes
Sphygmomanometers
Thermometers
Pulse oximeters
Reflex hammers
Ultrasonic cleaners
Scales
ECG units
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Invoicing
When invoicing clients/ patients or when completing the forms required for
submission to the different health bodies- including those that will attract subsidised
payments- correct terminologies are vital. Different medical processes will attract
different payments or subsidies. They must, therefore, be correctly entered and
used.
Notifications
If a part of a medical administrative assistant’s routine involves notifying patients,
either verbally or in writing, of appointments and /or intended medical treatments or
processes, it is necessary to ensure correct use of terminology. If the terminology is
incorrect patients can be confused.
Quotes
On occasion it might be necessary to prepare quotes for patients- regarding an
intended medical process, treatment or operation. For example, a plastic surgeon
might ask for a quote to be drawn up for a patient who wishes to have a full face lift,
with neck liposuctions and an eyebrow lift. To prepare the quote it will be necessary
to draw up and document the intended procedures with associated costs and to
itemise the costs in terms of theatre time, the anaesthesiologist costs, surgeon’s
costs, hospital bed etc. Correct terminology must be used so that the surgeons and
the patient know what is intended and so that costs are correctly allocated.
Surgery
Different types of surgery of which medical practice administrative staff need to be
away include:
-

General surgery
Cardiothoracic surgery
Colorectal surgery
Paediatric surgery
Plastic surgery
Vascular surgery
Trauma surgery
Breast surgery
Surgical oncology

-

Otolaryngology
Oral and maxillofacial surgery
Orthopaedic surgery
Neurosurgery
Ophthalmology
Podiatric surgery
Urology
Reconstructive surgery

Chemotherapy and radiation therapy might also be considered forms of surgery or
surgical processes.
Associated procedures might include non-surgical but invasive treatment/diagnosis
processes such as cardiac catheterisation, endoscopy, and placing of chest tubes of
central lines.
Terminology related to surgery/surgical processes
Surgical procedures are commonly categorised by urgency, type of procedure, body
system involved, degree of invasiveness and special instrumentation.
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Terminology related to types of surgery/surgical processes include:
1. Elective surgery which is surgery carried out at a patient’s request, subject to
the surgeons and the surgical facility’s availability. It does not refer to life
threatening or emergency surgery needs.
2. Emergency surgery is life-saving surgery or surgery that is required to save a
limb or functional capacity.
3. Exploratory surgery is surgery performed to aid or confirm a diagnosis.
4. Therapeutic surgery is surgery that treats a previously diagnosed condition.
5. Amputation involves cutting off a body part, usually a limb or digit.
6. Replantation involves reattaching s severed body part.
7. Reconstructive surgery involves reconstruction of an injured, mutilated,
removed or deformed part of the body.
8. Cosmetic surgery is surgery intended to improve the appearance of an
otherwise normal structure (often also elective).
9. Excision is the cutting out of an organ, tissue or other body part.
10. Transplant surgery is the replacement of an organ or body part by insertion of
another-usually from a different human (or Animal).
11. Removing an organ or body part from a live human or animal for use in
transplant is also a type of surgery.
12. Laparoscopic surgery or angioplasty is minimally invasive surgery involving
small outer incisions to insert miniaturised instruments within a body cavity or
structure.
13. Open surgical procedures require a large incision to access the area of
interest.
14. Laser surgery involves use of a laser (light) for cutting tissue- instead of a
scalpel or similar
15. Microsurgery involves the use of an operating microscope for the surgeon to
see small structures.
16. Robotic surgery makes use of a surgical robot, such as the Da Vinci or the
Zeus surgical systems, to control the instrumentation under the direction of
the surgeon.
When working in a medical/health service practice administrative staff might be
asked questions by patients, so they are required to understand the basics of the
procedures.
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Other relevant information:
1. When the surgery is performed on one organ system or structure, it might
be classes by the organ, organ system or tissue involved. Examples
include cardio surgery (performed on the heart), gastrointestinal surgery
(performed with the digestive tract and its accessory organs), and
orthopaedic surgery (performed on bones and/or muscles).
2. Excision surgery names often start with a name for the organ to be
excised (cut out) and end in –ectomy, e.g. mastectomy.
3. Procedures involving cutting into an organ or tissue end in –otomy. A
surgical procedure cutting through the abdominal wall to gain access to
the abdominal cavity is a laparotomy.
4. Minimally invasive procedures involving small incisions through which an
endoscope is inserted end in – oscopy. For example, such surgery in the
abdominal cavity is called laparoscopy- in the bowel it is called a
colonoscopy.
5. Procedures for formation of a permanent or semi- permanent opening
called a stoma in the body end in – ostomy.
6. Reconstruction, plastic or cosmetic surgery of a body part stars with a
name for the body part to be reconstructed and ends in – oplasty. Rhino is
used as a prefix for nose, so rhinoplasty is basically reconstructive or
cosmetic surgery for the nose.
7. Reparation of damaged or congenital abnormal structure ends in – rraphy.
Herniorraphy is reparation of a hernia, while perineorraphy is the
reparation of perineum.
Much of this is complex information that will take time to learn, recognise and
internalise. If administrative staff are uncertain about what is expected of them, do
not know what they should be doing or what they need to know, they must ask a
supervisor, manager or practitioner for assistance. When selecting someone to
assist them, the administrative staff must ensure that they are qualified to do so, will
know the correct answers to the questions and are in a position to provide help- not
too busy or in the middle of some other task.

Terminology Guide V1 19.09.2018

Page 23 of 60

Use appropriate medical terminology in oral and written communication
This section addresses the following performance criteria:
-

Use of appropriate medical terminology as directed, in oral communication
with patients, fellow workers and health professionals

-

Use appropriate medical terminology as directed, in written communication
with patients, fellow workers & Health professionals

-

Present written communication to a designated person for verification if
required

-

Spell and pronounce medical terminology correctly

Use appropriate medical terminology as directed, in oral and written
communication with patients, fellow workers and health professionals
Medical administrative staff will use both written and oral (verbal) communication in
their jobs. It will be necessary for them to communicate orally in face-to-face
situations and over the telephone or even in teleconferences. At meetings, during
training and when networking or interacting with other, allied organisation and health
professionals, oral communication will be used. Information exchange with coworkers, managers & supervisors, clients and often with other stakeholder’s and with
suppliers will be oral. When delegating tasks or when passing on instructions to coworkers oral communication procedures will often be used.
Therefore they must know how to pronounce any medical terminology they will use.
They must also know the context in which the different terms or words are to be
used.
Oral communication might be used in the following situations:
-

When information needs to be passed on to work mates
When relaying appropriate information to patients
When collecting information from clients, patients, other stakeholders
When relaying information to and collecting information from other health care
professionals, suppliers etc.
Collecting from and passing on information to professional organisations, e.g.
insurers, WorkCover, Medicare and DVA etc.
Communicating with patients and patients families.

Administrative assistants might be asked to pick up a specific item from another
section of the medical practice or perhaps from a hospital or medical supplier. To ask
for and to check that they have the correct item they will need to understand what
the item is and use the correct pronunciation with asking for it.
When communicating with others and when passing on instructions and making
requests correct pronunciation will ensure that practice staff receive the correct item.
If they mispronounce the item or if their pronunciation is unclear mistakes and
confusion might result.
Any information conveyed must be clear and feedback asked for to check that is has
been understood.
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Written communication
In written communication it is also essential to use terminology appropriately. Written
communication will include the normal types of general correspondence found in all
offices as well as communication that is relevant to a medical/ health context.
Completing documents
Documentation could be paper based, electronic or both. Whenever a form or
document needs to be written on, medical administrative staff must ensure that the
information recorded is accurate and the finished document looks professional.
Written communication might include:
-

-

Letters to patients
General correspondence
Memos and faxes
Covering notes to accompany a
package
Email
Forms, e.g. Hospital booking
forms, Medicare bulk billing
forms.
Claim forms to insurers,
WorkCover, DVA

-

Meeting notes or minutes of
meetings
Reports
Appointment diaries
Telephone messages
Transcripts of patient notes
Invoices and receipts
Other financial documentation
Order forms

When completing forms and other documentation, medical practice staff should:
- Write neatly if handwriting- print for clarity
- Read instruction clearly- to avoid mistakes which might cause unnecessary
delays and misunderstandings
- Double check information for accuracy
- Ask for advice/ assistance from the authorised or appropriate person/s if
necessary
- Check the spelling of all words- both medical and non-medical, use a
dictionary to check the spelling for words that are unfamiliar- check the
patients name and location details.
- Confirm the spelling of names and other details with patients if forms are
being completed or data input into data fields in the presence of the patient
- Record, file and store information according to organisational, legislative and
statutory requirements
- Maintain the integrity of recording/filing systems
Completed forms and documents should also be checked to ensure all the required
information has been captured. They should also be proofread to ensure that
medical terminology is spelt and used correctly and that the document is
grammatically correct. Proofreading can be done by the author of the document or
by a colleague.
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Drug names
There are no rules to governing the spelling of product names. Medical practitioners
frequently include references to drugs in their correspondence. They might refer to a
drug by its generic or brand name, or they might refer to a group or class of drugs.
In medical correspondence, generic names are usually typed in lower case, as are
group or class names, unless they are used to start a sentence. Brand names,
however, are typed with initial capitals. MIMS can be used to determine whether a
drug name is generic or brand.
Any drug names used when communicating in writing with patients, fellow workers
and health professionals must be accurate. If they are entered incorrectly into a
document the wrong drugs could be dispensed to patients. This could have
disastrous results.
As medical administrative staffs’ usage of medical terminology increases, they will
find that there are many medical words or phrases that sound the same or similar but
have quite different meanings. These words are called homonyms. Common
homonyms are, for instance, hear & here. The prefixes are hyper- and hypo- are
medical homonyms. They sound similar but actually have the opposite meanings. In
the medical situation extreme care must be taken to ensure that these and similar
confusing words are used in the correct context.
Written references to surgical procedures
Some of the words and concepts referred to in written communication might include
those relating to surgical procedures.
Examples of words and phrases relating to surgical procedures include:
-

-

Excision- cutting out an organ, tumour or other tissue
Resection- partial removal of an organ or other bodily structure
Internal or external suturing or stapling can be used to close wounds
Anastomosis refers to the surgical connection between blood vessels or other
tubular or hollow structures such as loops of intestines.
Ligation- tying of blood vessels, ducts or tubes.
Grafts- severed pieces of tissues cut from the same (or different) body or flaps
of tissue resewn for rearranging, covering or restructuring an area of the body
Bypass surgery is surgery where clogged blood vessels are bypassed with a
graft from another part of the body
Pins or screws can be used to set and/or hold bones
A plate might be inserted to replace a damaged area of the skull
Heart pacemakers or valves can be inserted to help regulate heart action
A stoma is a permanent or semi-permanent opening in the body
A donor organ (taken out of the donor’s body) is inserted into a recipient’s
body and reconnected to the recipient in all necessary ways (blood vessels,
ducts etc.)
Arthrodesis is a surgical connection of adjacent bones so the bones can grow
together into one

Terminology Guide V1 19.09.2018

Page 26 of 60

-

Spinal fusion is the connection adjacent vertebrae that allows them to grow
together into one piece
Bariatric surgery is the process of modifying the digestive tract for weight loss

Other surgical procedures might include:
-

Repair of fistula, hernia, or prolapse
Clearing clogged ducts, blood or other vessels
Removal of calculi (stones)
Draining of accumulated fluids
Debridement- removal of dead, damaged or diseased tissue
Sex change operations
Administration of blood or blood expanders to compensate for blood lost
during surgery

Accuracy and context are important when using such words in communications. If
medical administrative assistances are in doubt they should ask their supervisor or a
suitably authorised colleague. The inaccurate recording or transcription of drug
names, medical procedures and activities associated with medical practice could
have very serious personal and legal consequences.
Present written communication to a designated person for verification if
required and spell and pronounce medical terminology correctly
In most cases it is a good idea to make draft copies of written correspondence.
These drafts can be checked to ensure that the information is correct and that any
terminology inserted into the document is also correct and used in the correct
context. All written correspondence should be proofread. It is necessary to present a
professional image when writing letters, reports or more complex documents that will
be disseminated to patients, fellow workers, and other stakeholders and to health
professionals. This means that where appropriate, the practice’s letterhead should
be used and the expectations of the organisation with regard to formatting, content,
language and punctuation should be followed.
Written correspondence must always be checked to ensure correct spelling of all
content and to make certain that sentence construction and grammar are correct.
Poor spelling and incorrect gramma will present an unprofessional, uncaring image
of the practice to the reader. When writing complex documents it is best to have
someone else proof read the documents. They will pick up on things that the writer
may have missed. Once the documents have been proofread corrections can be
made and the document finalised.
Verification
Each medical practice will have specific rules and expectation regarding
correspondence. Administrative staff will need to know what those expectations are
and comply with the practices procedures. In some organisations it will be necessary
for all external correspondence (letters, faxes, email) to be checked, approved and
signed off by a supervisor before it is disseminated. Administrative staff must know
with whom they are authorised to communicate and what the expected
communication methods are.
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A Health practice is a professional organisation; therefore, it is necessary to ensure
that correspondence meets the standards of the practice. If a manager or supervisor
authorises or verifies the various forms of communication, they are taking
responsibility for the professionalism of the correspondence. When the correct
authorisation has been obtained, a final copy on the correct paper (letterhead) can
be printed. It can then be disseminated following the expected procedures.
When administrative staff write or work process a letter (for postage) on behalf of
someone else, for example, a doctor, health professional, practice manager etc. The
letter will probably require a signature. They should type and print the final copy then
present it to the relevant person for verification and for a signature. Before the letter
is presented for a signature it should be proof read carefully, or have someone else
proofread it, to check the use and the spelling of any medical terminology included in
the letter.
In the case where a practitioner (doctor or other qualified health professional) has
asked an employee to transcribe notes or verbal information into a letter or other
form of correspondence, the practitioner should check the final draft to ensure
accuracy of the original information and of the transcription. By checking and
authorising the practitioner is ensuring that the person to whom the correspondence
is addressed will be receiving accurate information. This also gives the practitioner
an opportunity to check on the use and spelling of the different medical terminologies
used.
Email communications are often much less formal than printed letters. Faxes also
will often be less formal. In both cases however, administrative assistants must know
with whom they are authorised to communicate. They must ensure that their
communication meets the expectations of the practice and supports the professional
image of the practice. Spelling. Grammar and punctuation are just as important with
these types of communication.
Many of these communications require the use of advance medical terminology. The
spelling of the words used must be checked to make sure they are the right words
and that the context is correct. If oral information needs to be provided, words must
be pronounced correctly. Verification from a supervisor or manager should always be
sought if there is any doubt about the correct use of medical terminology.
The practice’s procedural documentation, including the office practice manual,
should outline what is expected. If practice staff do now know or are uncertain about
what steps they should follow, they must consult with a supervisor or the practice
manager.
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Major specialised areas of medicine
Area of Medicine

Type of Doctor

Area of study or treatment

Anaesthetics

Anaesthetist

Administration of
Anaesthetic drugs, pain
management

Andrology

Andrologist

Male reproductive system

Cardiology

Cardiologist

Heart

Dermatology

Dermatologist

Integumentary system
(skin, hair and nails)

Endocrinology

Endocrinologist

Endocrine system
(hormones)

Gastroenterology

Gastroenterologist

Digestive system

Genetics

Geneticist

Heredity

Geriatrics

Geriatrician

The elderly

Gynaecology

Gynaecologist

Female reproductive
system (including breasts)

Haematology

Haematologist

Blood

Immunology

Immunologist

Immunity to Disease

Neurology

Neurologist,
neurosurgeon

Nervous system
(including nerves, brain &
spinal cord)

Obstetrics

Obstetrician

Pregnancy and birth
process

Oncology

Oncologist

Tumours (including
cancer)

Ophthalmology

Ophthalmologist

Eyes

Oral surgery

Oral surgeon

Mouth, Jaws

Orthopaedic surgery

Orthopaedic surgeon

Muscular and skeletal
systems

Otology

Otologist

Ears

Otorhinolaryngology

Otorhinolaryngologist

Ear, nose and throat
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Paediatrics

Paediatrician

Children

Pathology

Pathologist

Disease

Pharmacology

Pharmacologist

Drugs

Plastic (including
cosmetic) surgery

Plastic/cosmetic surgeon

Corrective or restorative
surgery

Psychiatry/psychology

Psychiatrist

The Mind

Radiology

Radiologist

X-Rays

Respiratory medicine

Respiratory physician

Respiratory system
(lungs)

Rheumatology

Rheumatologist

Muscles, joints &
inflammatory disorders

Toxicology

Toxicologist

Poisons

Urology

Urologist

Urinary system (Kidneys)

Vascular Surgery

Vascular surgeon

Blood Vessels
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The major systems of the human body
If the medical administrative and support staff are familiar with the terms and phrases
used to describe the various systems of the human body it will make their job easier
when they encounter them in correspondence. It is expected that they will have some
understanding of medical terminology relating to the humans system. They are not
required to know all the systems extensively; however they do need a general
familiarity with words they come across in their daily tasks.
The digestive system
The human digestive system consists of the gastrointestinal (GI) tract plus the
accessory organs of digestion.
The primary function of the digestive system
The primary function of the digestive system is digestion and absorption. Digestion is
the breakdown of food into small molecules, which are then absorbed into the body.

A doctor who treats diseases or conditions of the digestive system is called a
Gastroenterologist.
Main organs of the digestive system:
Salivary glands, pharynx, oesophagus, stomach, small intestine, large intestine,
rectum, liver, gallbladder and pancreas.
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Common root words specific to the digestive system:
Word

Meaning

Example

lapar

abdomen

laparotomy

gastr

stomach

gastroenteritis

enter

intestine

gastroenteritis

proct

rectum

proctoscope

colon

colon/large intestine

colonoscopy

pylor

pylorus

pyloric sphincter

cholecyst

gall bladder

cholecystitis

emesis

vomiting

hyperemesis

Common procedures specific to the digestive system or the GI tract:
Colonoscopy - an examination of the colon using a scope
Colostomy - a surgical procedure diverting the colon to the outside of the abdomen
Hemicolectomy - removal of half of the colon
Laparoscopy - small incision into the abdomen using a scope
Oesophagoscopy - examination of the oesophagus

Common conditions relating to the gastrointestinal tract:
Word

Meaning

gastritis

inflammation of the stomach

hepatitis

inflammation of the liver

halitosis

bad breath

irritable bowel
syndrome (IBS)

recurrent abdominal pain with constipation and/or diarrhoea

dysphagia

difficult swallowing

Terminology Guide V1 19.09.2018

Page 32 of 60

haemorrhoids

enlargement of the normal spongy blood-filled cushions in
the wall of the anus

hiatus hernia

the stomach passes partly or completely into the chest cavity
through the oesophageal opening

haematemesis

vomiting blood

cholelithiasis

the formation of stones in the gall bladder

dyspepsia

indigestion

Crohn’s disease

a condition causing inflammation of segments of the
digestive tract

The cardiovascular system
The cardiovascular system (also known as the circulatory system) can be thought of
as the transport system of the body.
The primary functions of the cardiovascular system is the:
•

Transport of nutrients, oxygen, and hormones to cells throughout the body
and removal of metabolic wastes (carbon dioxide, nitrogenous wastes).

•

Protection of the body by white blood cells, antibodies, and complement
proteins that circulate in the blood and defend the body against foreign
microbes and toxins. Clotting mechanisms are also present that protect the
body from blood loss after injuries.

•

Regulation of body temperature, fluid pH, and water content of cells.

Doctors who treat conditions or diseases of the cardiovascular system include a
Cardiologist, a Cardiothoracic Surgeon or a Vascular Surgeon.
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The main organs of the cardiovascular system consists of:
1) The heart: The systems pump.
2) Blood: consists of oxygen and nutrients the body needs and carries the wastes
which need to be removed.
3) Blood vessels: can be described as the delivery routes and are made up of
arteries, arterioles, veins and capillaries.

The heart has three layers:
1) The pericardium – the fibrous outer layer
2) The myocardium – composed of specialised cardiac muscle
3) The endocardium – lines the inner surface of the heart

The Pulse
The pulse can be felt in many areas of the body. The most common place to take a
pulse is at the wrist where the radial artery lies close to the skin surface. Normal pulse
rate for the average adult is around 60 to 90 beats per minute. However, there are a
number of factors that may influence pulse rate.
These are:
•

Exercise

•

Male or female

•

Emotions

•

Level of fitness

•

Age

•

Pain
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Blood Pressure
Blood pressure is a measurement generally taken at the brachial
artery at the elbow joint to measure the force exerted on an artery
wall.
The instrument used to measure blood pressure or BP is a
sphygmomanometer commonly known as a sphygmo. A
stethoscope is also needed to pick up the audible sound.
Most of us are aware of what a BP reading looks like e.g. 120/80. However, what do
the readings mean?
There are two readings. The reading on the top is known as the systolic reading
and the reading on the bottom is known as the diastolic reading.
•

The systolic reading shows the pressure on an artery when the heart is
contracting.

•

The diastolic reading shows the pressure on an artery when the heart is
relaxed.

Some factors that may influence blood pressure are:
•

Diet

•

Body weight

•

Exercise

•

Medications

•

Emotions/stress

•

Dehydration

•

Deep relaxation

Common root words specific to the cardiovascular system:
Root Word

Meaning

Example

aort/o

aorta

aortic

angi/o

vessel

angiogram

arteri/o

artery

arteriosclerosis

cardi/o

heart

cardiomegaly

coron/o

heart

coronary

ox/o, ox/i

oxygen

oximeter

phleb/o

vein

phlebitis

pulmon/o

lung

pulmonary
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scler/o

hardening

sclerotherapy

thromb/o

clot

thrombus

ventricul/o

ventricle

ventricular

Prefix or Suffix

Meaning

Example

brady

slow

bradycardia

tachy

fast

tachycardia

-graph

instrument used to
record

electrocardiograph

-graphy

process of recording

electrocardiography

-gram

picture or finished
record

electrocardiogram

Common procedures specific to the cardiovascular system:
Echo cardiogram: The use of ultrasound waves to investigate heart function
Doppler: instrument to measure ultrasound waves in blood vessels
Electro-cardiogram (ECG): Measures electrical conduction in the heart
Pacemaker: battery operated device that helps control heart rate
Angiogram: imaging of blood vessels using a contrast medium and CT scan
Cardio-pulmonary resuscitation (CPR): Resus consisting of artificial respiration and
manual heart compressions
Coronary artery bypass graft (CABG): Surgery performed to by-pass a diseased
artery
Defibrillation: Administering an electric shock to restore heart rhythm and rate in
cases of cardiac arrest
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Common conditions relating to the cardiovascular system:
Word

Meaning

angina

heart pain

myocardial
(mi)

infarct heart attack

cardiac arrest

a sudden, sometimes temporary, cessation of the heart's
functioning

hypotension

low blood pressure

hypertension

high blood pressure

palpitations

awareness of heart beating

arteriosclerosis

narrowing of the wall of an artery

mitral valve stenosis

narrowing of the mitral valve in the heart

aortic aneurysm

a bulge in the wall of the aortic artery

deep vein thrombosis blood clot usually in a vein in lower leg

Integumentary system
The integumentary system is the set of organs that forms the external covering of the
body and protects it from many threats such as infection and abrasion.
The primary function of the integumentary system:
Is to act as a barrier to protect the body from the outside world. It also functions to
retain body fluids, protect against disease, eliminate waste products, and regulate
body temperature.
A doctor who treats conditions or diseases of the skin is known as a Dermatologist
or a Plastic Surgeon.
Main organs of the integumentary system:
Skin (the largest organ of the body), hair, nails and exocrine glands.
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Common root words relating to the skin:
Root Word

Meaning

Example

derm

skin

dermatitis

scler

hardening

sclermoderma

melan

black colour

melanocyte

kerat

thick layer

keratin

Because the skin is the body’s first line of defence there are many things that can
damage the layers of the skin.
Common procedures specific to the skin:
Excision: Removal of a skin lesion
Skin biopsy: Removal of a small amount of tissue for examination
Cryotherapy: Application of extreme cold to destroy abnormal cells
Curettage: Scraping of a superficial skin lesion for examination
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Common conditions associated with skin damage:
Word

Meaning

dermatitis

inflammation of the skin

melanoma

malignant skin cancer

SCC: squamous cell
carcinoma

form of skin cancer

BCC: basal cell carcinoma

form of skin cancer

scleroderma

a disease causing hardening of the skin

jaundice

yellow discolouration of the skin and/or whites of
the eyes

erythema

redness of the skin

lipoma

a tumour made up of fat cells

pruritus

Itchy skin

cyanosis

bluish discolouration of the skin

debridement

cleaning foreign objects from a wound

pilonidal sinus

infected hair follicle

sebaceous

oily glands

solar keratosis

pre-cancerous skin cancer

psoriasis

a skin disease presenting with white scaly
patches

acne

overactive sebaceous glands causing redness
and infection

cellulitis

inflammation of tissue

urticarial

skin condition commonly known as hives

gangrene

skin that has no blood supply becomes gangrene
or dies
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Skin damage caused by burns:
Burns can be caused from:
a) chemicals
b) radiation
c) electricity
d) heat
Burns are measured in degrees. The higher the degree, the more severe is the burn.
Burns can be 1st degree (superficial), 2nd degree (partial thickness) and 3rd degree (full
thickness).
1st degree burns (superficial) are the least severe. There is damage to the outer layer
of the skin (the epidermis) and the skin may look inflamed, red or both.
In 2nd degree burns (partial thickness) there is damage to the epidermis and the
dermis. The skin may be blistered and there may be skin loss. There is also intense
pain because there has been damage to the nerves in the dermal layer.
3rd degree burns (full thickness) are by far the more dangerous. There is damage to
the epidermis, the dermis and to the deeper sub-cutaneous layers. The skin may
appear charred. As the nerve endings are dead, there is often not a lot of pain.
The larger the surface area of the burn the poorer the prognosis. If large areas
of the body are affected then fluid balance is difficult to maintain. The risk of infection
in severe burns is also very high.
The nervous system
The nervous system is a complex network of nerves and cells that carry messages to
and from the brain and spinal cord to various parts of the body.
The primary function of the nervous system:
The nervous system acts as the co-ordinator of all activities of the body. This is why
an injury or disease process of the nervous system can dramatically influence many
other functions of the body.
A Neurologist or a Neurosurgeon treat conditions of the nervous system.
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Major organs of the nervous system:
The nervous system consists of the brain, spinal cord, sensory organs, and all of
the nerves that connect these organs with the rest of the body.
Common root words associated with the nervous system:
Root Word

Meaning

Example

ceph

head

hydrocephalic

encephalo

brain

encephalitis

crani

skull

craniotomy

mening

meninges

meningitis

pleg

paralysis

hemiplegia

Common procedures used to diagnose conditions of the nervous system:
EEG: electroencephalogram –measuring electrical activity in the brain
MRI: magnetic resonance imaging
Lumbar puncture: removal of fluid from the spinal canal for testing
CT scan: computerised tomography
Common conditions relating to the nervous system:
Word

Meaning

hemiplegia

left or right sided paralysis

quadriplegia

paralysis involving all four limbs

paraplegia

paralysis below the waist

haematoma

blood clot under the skin e.g: bruise

epilepsy

abnormal electrical conduction within the brain

Alzheimer’s disease

a form of dementia

brain tumour

a tumour in the brain (can be benign or malignant)

cerebro-vascular
accident(CVA):

Stroke
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transient Ischaemic Attack
(TIA)

Mini stroke

neuritis

A disease causing inflammation to peripheral
nerves

encephalitis

Inflammation of the brain

neuralgia

Pain along the course of a nerve

meningitis

Inflammation of the meninges in the brain

hydrocephalus

A condition where there is an abnormal amount
of cerebrospinal fluid (CSF) in the ventricles of
the brain

The urinary system
The urinary system, also known as the renal system, produces, stores and
eliminates urine, the fluid waste excreted by the kidneys.
The primary function of the urinary system:
Is to eliminate waste from the body, regulate blood volume and blood pressure,
control levels of electrolytes and metabolites, and regulate blood pH.
An Urologist treats conditions of the urinary system.

The main organs of the urinary system are the:
Kidneys, ureters, bladder, and the urethra.

Terminology Guide V1 19.09.2018

Page 42 of 60

Common root words relating to the urinary system:
Root Word

Meaning

Example

ren

kidney

renal

neph

kidney

nephrology

cyst

bladder

cystitis

urin/uria

urine

urinalysis

ureter

ureter

ureterlithotomy

urethr/urethro

urethra

urethritis

Common procedures relating to the urinary system:
Catheterisation: insertion of a tube into the bladder to drain urine
Micro-Specimen of urine (MSU): urine test sent to laboratory
Cystoscopy: a look into the bladder using a scope
Intra-Venous pyelogram: radioactive dye inserted into a vein followed by an x-ray
to determine kidney function
Dialysis:
1. Peritoneal: removal of toxins from the body
2. Haemo: removal of toxins from the blood
Nephrolithotomy: removal of kidney stone/s
Common conditions relating to the urinary system:
Word

Meaning

cystocele

prolapse of the base of the bladder

urinary incontinence

the loss of bladder control

stress incontinence

the leaking of urine on coughing/straining etc.

dysuria

difficulty passing urine

polyuria

the production of a very large volume of urine

urinary tract infection (UTI)

infection somewhere in urinary tract

cystitis

inflammation of the bladder
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nocturnal enuresis:

involuntary passing of urine – at night
(bedwetting)

analgesic nephropathy

damage to the kidneys caused by analgesic
medication

haematuria

blood in the urine

void

passing urine

The respiratory system
Oxygen is needed for every cell in the body. The respiratory system involves extracting
oxygen from the air and distributing it into the lungs for use within the body and the
returning of carbon dioxide and water vapour that are the waste products of respiration
from the body.
The primary function of the respiratory system:
Is to transport air into the lungs and to facilitate the diffusion of oxygen into the blood
stream.
The respiratory cycle
One breath; inhalation + exhalation = 1 respiratory cycle. Inhalation.
Inhalation: Occurs to drive air flow into the lungs; when the diaphragm contracts to
expand the thoracic cage and decrease the pressure inside of the chest.
Exhalation: Occurs to drive air flow out of the lungs; when the diaphragm relaxes and
the thoracic cage collapses putting a positive pressure on the lungs driving air out.
This cycle occurs approximately 16 to 20 times per minute in the average adult that
has no respiratory illness. A stethoscope is often used to listen to air entry into the
lungs and to detect any abnormalities for example infection or abnormal sounds such
as wheezing.
A doctor who treats conditions of the Respiratory system is a Respiratory Physician or
if surgery is needed then it is Cardio-Thoracic surgeon.
The main organs of the respiratory system are the:
Nose and nasal cavity, pharynx, larynx, trachea, bronchi, lungs, alveoli.
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Common root words relating to the respiratory system
Root Word

Meaning

Example

rhin/nas

nose

rhinitis/nasal

pharyng/pharyngo

pharynx

pharyngitis

larynx

larynx

laryngitis

trache

trachea

tracheal

bronch/broncho

bronchial tree

bronchitis

pulmo/pulmon

lungs

pulmonary

pneum/pneumo

lungs/respiration/air

pneumonia

pnoea

breathing

apnoea

cost

ribs

intercostals

pleura

lining of lungs

pleurisy

Common procedures relating to the respiratory System
Tracheostomy: Surgical incision into the trachea sometimes used for obstructive
breathing
Laryngectomy: Removal of the larynx
Lung biopsy: a removal of a small portion of tissue from an area of the lung for
examination
Spirometer: an instrument measuring the volume of air inhaled and exhaled
Bronchoscopy: a tube (a bronchoscope) is passed through the trachea and bronchi
for investigation or to remove a foreign body
CXR: Chest x-ray
Peak Flow Meter: measures expiratory volume.
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Common conditions of the respiratory system
Word

Meaning

URTI

upper respiratory tract infection

pleurisy

usually a secondary lung infection

haemothorax

blood in the lung usually due to trauma

pneumothorax

imbalance of air in the lung

tuberculosis

chronic lung disease

epistaxis

nose bleed

cyanosis

bluish discolouration of the skin

dyspnoea

difficulty breathing

emphysema

chronic lung disease

bronchospasm

Narrowing of bronchi by muscular contraction in
response to some stimulus

(pulmonary embolism (PE )

Obstruction of the pulmonary artery by an
embolism

asthma

Narrowing of the bronchial airways. Symptoms
include coughing, wheezing and shortness of
breath

hyperventilate

Breathing at an abnormally rapid rate
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The male reproductive system
The male reproductive system is the system of sex organs of male human
beings that are a part of the overall reproductive process.
The primary functions of the male reproductive system is:
•

•
•

To produce, maintain and transport sperm (the
male reproductive cells) and protective fluid
(semen)
To discharge sperm within the female
reproductive tract.
To produce and secrete male sex hormones.

A doctor who treats conditions or diseases of the
male reproductive system is an Urologist.
The main organs of the male reproductive system are:
Testes, prostate glands, sperm ducts, epididymis, urethra and penis.
Common root words relating to the male reproductive system:
Root Word

Meaning

Example

andr/o

male

androcyte

orchi

testes

orchitis

prostat

prostate

prostatectomy

balan/o

glans penis

balanoposthitis

gonad/o

gonads

gonadotrophin

scrot/o

scrotum

scrotoplasty

test/o

testis, testicle

testosterone

Common conditions or procedures related to the male reproductive system:
Testicular cancer: cancer that develops in a testicle
Vasectomy: removal of the vas deferens causing male sterilisation
TURP: trans urethral resection of the prostate
Prostate disease: benign prostate enlargement and prostate cancer
STIs: bacteria or viruses acquired through sexual contact
Infertility: the inability to achieve a pregnancy in a fertile woman due to low sperm
production, blockages or other factors
Terminology Guide V1 19.09.2018

Page 47 of 60

The female reproductive system
The female reproductive system is the system of sex organs of female human
beings that are a part of the overall reproductive process.
The primary functions of the female
reproductive system:
•

Produces the female egg cells necessary
for reproduction, called the ova or oocytes

•

Prepares to support a developing embryo
Undergoes changes according to the
menstrual cycle

•

Production of sex hormones

Doctors who treat conditions relating to the female reproductive system are
Gynaecologists. Obstetricians are responsible for issues relating to pregnancy.
The main organs of the female reproductive system:
Ovaries, fallopian tubes, uterus, vagina, vulva, mammary glands and breasts.
Common root words relating to the female reproductive system:
Root Word

Meaning

Example

ovari/oophor

ovary

ovarian cyst/oophorectomy

oo

egg/ovum

oocyte donation

salping

fallopian tubes

salpingectomy

metr

uterus

endometrium

feto

fetus/foetus

fetus/foetus

colp

vagina

colposcopy

hyster

uterus

hysterectomy

men

menstruation

menopause

lact

milk

lactation
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Common procedures relating to the female reproductive system:
Salpingectomy: The surgical removal of a fallopian tube.
Hysterectomy: Surgical removal of the uterus.
Mammogram: X-ray film of the breast
Papanicolaou (Pap) smear: Sample of cells of cervix are harvested and examined
under microscopic analysis; the presence of cervical or vaginal carcinoma can be
detected.
Common conditions relating to the female reproductive system:
Word

Meaning

dysmenorrhoea

painful menstruation

amenorrhoea

absence of menstruation

menorrhagia

excessive menstruation

fibrocystic breast disease

benign cysts within breast tissue

PID

pelvic inflammatory disease

ectopic pregnancy

a foetus developing outside of the uterus

endometriosis

tissue usually found in the uterus occurring in
other parts of the body

fibroid

benign tumour in the uterus

placenta praevia

the placenta situated in the lower part of the
abdomen and blocking the birth canal

mastitis

Inflammation of the breast tissue
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The musculoskeletal system
Humans have a vertabral column or backbone. They rely on a sturdy internal frame
that is centred on a prominent spine.

This system of the body can be divided into two sections:
1) The skeletal system: consists of bones, cartilage, ligaments and
tendons.
2) The muscular system: includes all skeletal muscles in the body.
They work together with bones to produce movement.

The main function of the muscular system:
•

Is movement. Muscles are the only tissue in the body that has the ability to
contract and therefore move the other parts of the body.

•

The maintenance of posture and body position.

The main function of the skeletal system:
Support, movement, protection, production of blood cells, storage of minerals and
endocrine regulation.
Doctors who treat conditions of the musculoskeletal system are Orthopaedic
Surgeons and Rheumatologists.
The main organs relating to the musculoskeletal system:
Bones, joints and muscles of limbs and trunk
Common root words associated with the musculo-skeletal system:
Root Word

Meaning

Example

oste

bone

osteotomy

arthr

joint

arthroscopy

my/myo

muscle

myopathy

orth

straight

orthopaedics

scoli

bent

scoliosis
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Common procedures associated with muscles and bones:
Bone scan: using radioactive dye to illuminate all bones of the body
Arthroscopy: examination of the knee joint using a scope
Arthrocentesis: removal of fluid from a joint
Discectomy: removal of a disc from the spine
Common conditions associated with the musculoskeletal system:
Word

Meaning

kyphosis

weakness of the spine causing a bend in the
spine

carpel tunnel syndrome

a condition when the radial nerve is caught
between the radius and ulna at the wrist

osteoarthritis

inflammation of a joint

gout

inflammation of joints caused by an increase of
uric acid

Scheuermann’s disease

an inflammatory condition affecting the spine

The most common condition affecting bones is fractures. The following is a list of
words and their meanings that relate to bone fractures.
Word

Meaning

colles fracture

is a fracture at the distal end of the radius

greenstick

an incomplete break in a bone in children

comminuted fracture

the bone is broken into more than two pieces

Potts fracture

a fracture at the lower end of the fibula

compound fracture

the skin has been broken

simple fracture

a clean break with little damage to surrounding
tissue

NOF

neck of femur (the head of the thigh bone)
fracture
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The endocrine system
In general, the endocrine system is in charge of body processes that happen slowly,
such as cell growth.
The primary function of the endocrine system:
Is the collection of glands that produce hormones that regulate metabolism, growth
and development, tissue function, sexual function, reproduction, sleep, and mood.
A doctor who treats diseases of the endocrine system is known as an
Endocrinologist.
The main glands that make up the endocrine system:
•

hypothalamus

•

pituitary gland

•

thyroid

•

parathyroids

•

adrenal glands

•

pineal body

•

reproductive glands (which include
the ovaries and testes)

•

pancreas

Common root words associated with the endocrine system:
Root Word

Meaning

Example

aden/o

gland

adenoma

adren/o

adrenal glands

adrenal glands

crin/o

to secrete

endocrinology

glyc/o

sugar or glucose

glycogen

dipsia

Thirst

polydipsia

pancreat/o

pancreas

pancreatitis

pineal/o

pineal gland

pineal gland

pituit/o

pituitary

pituitary gland

poly

many

polycystic

thyr/o

thyroid

thyroglobulin
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Common clinical procedures associated with the endocrine system:
Adrenalectomy: Removal of an adrenal gland
Hypophysectomy: Removal of the pituitary gland
Pancreatectomy: Removal of a portion of the pancreas
Pancreatotomy: Incision into the pancreas
Parathyroidectomy: Surgical removal of parathyroid glands
Thyroidectomy: Surgical removal of the thyroid gland
Common conditions associated with the endocrine system:
Word

Meaning

hypothyroidism

abnormally low activity of the thyroid gland

hyperthyroidism

the thyroid gland is overactive

hypoglycaemia

low blood glucose or low blood sugar

hyperglycaemia

High blood glucose or high blood sugar

thyroid cancer

develops when the cells of the thyroid gland grow
and divide in an abnormal way

thyrotoxicosis

a toxic amount of thyroid hormone in the blood

goitre

A growth on the thyroid gland

polydipsia

Increased thirst

Polyuria

increased production of urine

One of the most common endocrine disorders is diabetes
Type I Diabetes (IDDM) Insulin dependent diabetic
This is a form of early onset diabetes usually first diagnosed in childhood. This form of
diabetes is an autoimmune disease. Insulin has stopped being produced by the
pancreas. Therefore insulin injections are needed to control blood sugar levels (BSL).
Symptoms include:
•

polydipsia (increased thirst)

•

polyuria (increased urine production)

•

weight loss

•

lethargy(tiredness)

•

hyperglycaemia (high blood glucose)
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Type II Diabetes (NIDDM) Non-insulin dependent diabetic
This is a form of diabetes associated with poor lifestyle choices. People who have
Type II diabetes are often overweight and do not exercise regularly. There is often a
family history of this type of diabetes. Symptoms may be minimal or they may be
asymptomatic. BSL’S (blood sugar levels) are often very high. The pancreas
continues to produce insulin but not in adequate amounts to control BSL’S. The
treatment for this form of diabetes is:
1) Diet
2) Exercise
3) Medications/sometimes
4) Insulin injections/sometimes
90% of people diagnosed with diabetes have Type II.
Gestational Diabetes
This is a form of diabetes occurring during pregnancy and usually resolves itself
following the birth.
The lymphatic system
The lymphatic system (the body’s sewerage system) is closely related to the
cardiovascular system and is the body’s defence system.
The primary function of the lymphatic system:
Is to transport lymph, a clear fluid containing infection-fighting white blood cells
(known as a lymphocyte), throughout the body. Lymph contains tissue fluid, waste
products, and immune system cells.
Doctors who treat conditions of the lymphatic system are Haematologists.
The lymphatic system consists of:
1) Lymph vessels- thin tubes that branch, like blood vessels, throughout the body.
2) Lymph nodes - small, bean-shaped clumps of immune system cells that are
connected by lymphatic vessels. They contain white blood cells that trap
viruses, bacteria, and other invaders, including cancer cells.
Main organs associated with the lymphatic system:
Thymus, spleen, tonsils.
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Common root words associated with the lymphatic system:
Root Word

Meaning

Example

aden

gland

adenoids

cyte

cell

cytopenia

haem

blood

haemoglobin

lymph

lymph

lymphatic

spleen

spleen

splenomegaly

thromb

clot

thrombosis

thym

thymus

thymoma

Common definitions associated with the lymphatic system are:
Antigen: substances that cause anti-body production
Antibody: attacks harmful cells
Vaccination: produces immunity against disease
Allergy: hypersensitivity to a substance
Anaphylaxis: emergency caused by an allergen
Common conditions associated with the lymphatic system
Word

Meaning

Glandular fever

an infectious viral disease characterised by
swelling of the lymph glands

Tonsillitis

infection of the tonsils in the throat

Hodgkin’s disease

a cancer that develops in the lymphatic system

Acquired immune deficiency an acquired viral infection that destroys important
syndrome (AIDS)
white blood cells and weakens the immune
system
The lymph, or lymphatic, system is a major part of the immune system.
Common conditions associated with the immune system
o Overactive immune system: If you are born with certain genes, your
immune system may react to substances in the environment that are
normally harmless. These substances are called allergens
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Some conditions caused by an overactive immune system are:
o Asthma: The response in your lungs can cause coughing, wheezing, and
trouble breathing.
o Eczema: An allergen causes an itchy rash known as atopic dermatitis.
o Allergic rhinitis. Sneezing, a runny nose, sniffling, and swelling of your
nasal passages from indoor allergens like dust and pets or outdoor
allergens like pollens or moulds.
o Autoimmune disease: the body attacks normal, healthy tissues. The cause
is unknown.
Three common autoimmune diseases are:
o Type 1 diabetes: The immune system attacks the cells in the pancreas that
make insulin. Insulin removes sugar from the blood to use as energy.
o Rheumatoid arthritis: This type of arthritis causes swelling and deformities
of the joints. An auto-antibody called rheumatoid factor is in the blood of
some people with rheumatoid arthritis.
o Lupus: This disease that attacks body tissues, including the lungs,
kidneys, and skin. Many types of auto-antibodies are found in the blood
of people with lupus.
Sensory system
Sensory systems are composed of receptors that sense the sensory stimuli, brain
areas involved in sensory perception and neural pathways that connect them.
The sensory systems include the parts of the nervous system responsible for
processing sensory information, and includes the five traditionally recognized senses:
o Visual system (sight)
o Auditory system (hearing)
o Olfactory system (smell)
o Somatosensory system (touch)
o Gustatory system (taste)
The major function of the sensory system:
Is to detect changes in the environment and helps to protect the body. E.g. receptors
in the skin detect touch, pressure, vibration, temperature, and pain. The eyes allow
us to see what is nearby, judge depth and interpret information.
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Common conditions associated with the sensory system:
Word

Meaning

tinnitus

ringing or buzzing in the ears

myopia

known as near sightedness, people with myopia
have good near vision but poor distance vision

conjunctivitis

inflammation of the conjunctiva

Bell’s palsy

A condition that causes a temporary weakness
or paralysis of the muscles in the face.

The sense organs are: Ears, eyes, tongue, skin, and nose
The Ear
The organ that detects sound is the ear. It acts as receiver in the process of collecting
acoustic information and passing it through the nervous system into the brain. The ear
includes structures for both the sense of hearing and the sense of balance.
The ear is the organ where the first processing of sound occurs and where the sensory
receptors are located.
It consists of three parts:
Outer ear: Function: Gathering sound energy and
amplification of sound pressure
Middle ear: Function: Transmission of acoustic
energy from air to the cochlea.
Inner ear: Function: Transformation of mechanical
waves (sound) into electric signals (neural signals).
A doctor who treats diseases of the ear is an Ear,
Nose and Throat Surgeon.
Common conditions affecting the ear:
Word

Meaning

otitis media

middle ear infection

otitis externa

external ear infection

Meniere’s disease

condition of the middle ear causing dizziness
(vertigo), deafness and tinnitus

otalgia

earache
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The Eye
The human visual system gives our bodies the ability to see our physical
environment. The system requires communication between its major sensory organ
(the eye) and the core of the central nervous system (the brain) to interpret external
stimuli (light waves) as images.
The eye has three major layers:
•

the sclera: which maintains, protects, and supports the shape of the eye and
includes the cornea;

•

the choroid: which provides oxygen and nourishment to the eye and includes
the pupil, iris, and lens; and

•

The retina: is a thin layer of tissue that lines the back of the eye on the inside.
It is located near the optic nerve.

A doctor who treats diseases of the eye is an Ophthalmologist.
Root Words relating to the eye:
Root Word

Meaning

Example

opththalm

eye

ophthalmologist

ocul

eye

ocular

opti

vision/eye

optician

conjunctiv

conjunctiva

conjunctivitis

lacrim

tear

lacrimal duct

opia

defect of vision

myopia
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Common conditions affecting the eyes:
Word

Meaning

glaucoma

loss of vision due to increased pressure in the eye

corneal transplant

replacement of diseased cornea with donor cornea

macular degeneration

age related loss of vision

diplopia

double vision

The Nose
An organ of the upper respiratory tract, actively involved in inhalation. The most
important functions of the nose are to filter the atmospheric air before passing it
further into the respiratory system and to provide the sense of smell.
Structure of the nose
The structure of a human nose is composed of bones, cartilage, and fibro fatty
tissues.

Terminology Guide V1 19.09.2018

Page 59 of 60

Common conditions affecting the nose:
Because of its prominent position, the nose is especially vulnerable to injury,
including fractures and nosebleeds.
Word

Meaning

Hay fever

A condition characterized by a runny nose, nasal
congestion, cough, sneezing, and a reduced
sense of smell and taste.

common cold

A viral infection that leads to a runny nose, nasal
congestion, sneezing, a sore throat a cough, and
headaches.

allergic rhinitis

A reaction of the body’s immune system to an
environmental trigger

sinusitis

inflammation of the sinuses
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