
68 

 
CHAPTER 3 

MEDICAL TERMINOLOGY 
ESSENTIALS 

Author 
Dr. Prashant V Ajmire, Professor, Dept. Of 
Pharmacology, Dr. Rajendra Gode Institute of 
Pharmacy, Amravati, Maharashtra, India 

 
Abstract 
Medical terminology forms a systematic language structure based on 
word roots, prefixes, and suffixes primarily derived from Greek and 
Latin origins. The foundational components include word roots that 
convey core meanings of body parts or functions, combining forms 
that join roots with vowels for proper construction, and 
prefixes/suffixes that modify or enhance meaning. The anatomical 
terminology framework relies on standardized positional references 
and directional terms, with the body described through specific 
planes and cavities. Major body systems - integumentary, 
musculoskeletal, cardiovascular, respiratory, digestive, urinary, 
reproductive, endocrine, nervous, and lymphatic - each serve distinct 
physiological functions. Medical abbreviations streamline healthcare 
communication while requiring careful interpretation to avoid errors. 
Disease processes encompass inflammatory, infectious, neoplastic, 
degenerative, and traumatic pathologies, along with metabolic, 
autoimmune, and genetic disorders. Procedural terminology 
systematically describes medical interventions through standardized 
language patterns, covering diagnostic, surgical, therapeutic, and 
minimally invasive procedures across various specialties. 
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Learning Objectives 
After completion of the chapter, the readers should be 
able to: 

• Analyze and construct medical terms using word 
roots, combining forms, prefixes, and suffixes 

• Apply anatomical terminology to accurately 
describe body locations, directions, and 
relationships 

• Identify and interpret common medical 
abbreviations while recognizing potential safety 
concerns 

• Differentiate between major disease processes and 
their characteristic manifestations 

• Demonstrate understanding of procedural 
terminology across various medical specialties 

• Integrate knowledge of body systems with 
pathological and procedural terminology for 
comprehensive medical documentation 

 

WORD ROOTS, PREFIXES, AND 
SUFFIXES 

edical terminology follows a systematic 
structure that enables healthcare 
professionals to precisely communicate 

complex medical concepts. At the core of this structure 
lies the organization of medical terms into three primary 
components: word roots, prefixes, and suffixes. 
Understanding these components is essential for medical 
coders to accurately interpret diagnoses, procedures, and 
medical documentation. 

Word roots 

The foundation of medical terminology rests on word 

M 



Medical Coding Essentials: A Guide to Master ICD-10-CM Diagnostics 

70 

roots, predominantly derived from Greek and Latin 
origins. These roots form the core meaning of medical 
terms and typically describe specific body parts, 
functions, or conditions. The word root carries the 
essential meaning of the term and cannot stand alone 
without proper modification through prefixes or suffixes. 

Table. Common Medical Word Elements and Their 
Meanings 

Word 
Element 

Type Meaning Example 

hyper- Prefix Above, 
excessive 

Hypertension 

hypo- Prefix Below, 
deficient 

Hypoglycemi
a 

-itis Suffix Inflammatio
n 

Gastritis 

-ology Suffix Study of Cardiology 
cardi/o Root/Combinin

g Form 
Heart Cardiovascula

r 
dermat/
o 

Root/Combinin
g Form 

Skin Dermatitis 

gastr/o Root/Combinin
g Form 

Stomach Gastroscopy 

hemat/o Root/Combinin
g Form 

Blood Hematology 

nephr/o Root/Combinin
g Form 

Kidney Nephritis 

neur/o Root/Combinin
g Form 

Nerve Neurology 

 
Common anatomical word roots include "cardi" 

referring to the heart, "dermat" denoting the skin, "gastr" 
indicating the stomach, and "hepat" representing the liver. 
When constructing medical terms, word roots often 
require a combining vowel (usually "o") to connect them 
with suffixes or other word roots. For instance, the word 
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root "cardi" becomes "cardio" when combined with other 
elements. 

Combining forms 

A combining form consists of a word root plus a 
combining vowel. This formation enables smooth 
pronunciation and proper construction of complex 
medical terms. For example, "oste" (bone) becomes "osteo" 
when used as a combining form. This structure allows for 
the creation of terms like "osteomyelitis" (bone 
inflammation) or "osteoarthritis" (bone joint 
inflammation). 

 
 

Prefix fundamentals 

Prefixes attach to the beginning of medical terms to 
modify or enhance their meaning. These elements provide 
crucial information about location, timing, number, or 
status of a condition or procedure. Medical terminology 
employs several categories of prefixes: 
Directional and Positional Prefixes 

These prefixes indicate location or direction within the 
body. "Endo-" signifies within or inside, "epi-" means 
upon or above, "peri-" describes around or surrounding, 
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and "retro-" indicates behind or backward. 
Understanding these prefixes is crucial for accurate 
anatomical descriptions and subsequent code assignment. 
Numerical Prefixes 

Quantity or frequency is often expressed through 
numerical prefixes. "Uni-" represents one, "bi-" indicates 
two, "tri-" denotes three, and "quad-" signifies four. These 
prefixes commonly appear in diagnostic terms and 
procedural descriptions. 
Descriptive Status Prefixes 

These prefixes modify the severity or nature of 
conditions. "Brady-" indicates slowness, "tachy-" 
represents faster than normal, "dys-" signifies difficult or 
painful, and "mal-" indicates bad or poor. The prefixes 
"hyper-" and "hypo-" respectively denote excessive or 
deficient states. 

Suffix applications 

Suffixes complete medical terms by attaching to the 
end and providing crucial meaning about procedures, 
conditions, or specialties. Medical terminology employs 
several distinct categories of suffixes: 
Procedural Suffixes 

These suffixes describe specific medical interventions 
or procedures. "-ectomy" indicates surgical removal, "-
otomy" represents surgical incision, "-plasty" denotes 
surgical repair or reconstruction, and "-rraphy" indicates 
suturing or surgical repair. 
Pathological Suffixes 

These elements describe disease processes or 
conditions. "-itis" universally indicates inflammation, "-
osis" represents an abnormal condition or disease process, 
"-algia" denotes pain, and "-emia" indicates a blood 
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condition. 
Specialty and Practitioner Suffixes 

These suffixes identify medical specialties or 
practitioners. "-ology" represents the study of a particular 
field, "-ologist" or "-iatrist" indicates a specialist in a 
particular field, and "-ian" often denotes a practitioner. 

Combining elements 

Medical terminology frequently combines multiple 
elements to create precise descriptions. Understanding 
the proper combination of these elements is crucial for 
accurate interpretation. For example, "gastroenterology" 
combines "gastr" (stomach), "enter" (intestine), and "-
ology" (study of) to describe the medical specialty 
focusing on the digestive system. 

 

ANATOMICAL TERMS AND BODY 
SYSTEMS 

The understanding of anatomical terminology begins 
with the fundamental concept of anatomical position. In 
this standardized position, the body stands erect, facing 
forward, with arms at the sides and palms facing forward. 
This universal reference point ensures consistent 
communication among healthcare professionals 
regarding body locations and directions. 

Planes and sections 

The human body is described using three primary 
anatomical planes. The sagittal plane divides the body 
into right and left portions, with the midsagittal plane 
creating equal halves. The coronal (frontal) plane 
separates anterior from posterior regions. The transverse 
(horizontal) plane divides superior from inferior portions. 
Understanding these planes is crucial for interpreting 
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diagnostic imaging reports and surgical documentation. 

Directional terminology 

Superior and Inferior 
These terms describe structures relative to their 

vertical positioning. Superior refers to structures closer to 
the head, while inferior indicates positioning closer to the 
feet. For example, the heart is superior to the stomach, 
while the bladder is inferior to the intestines. 
Anterior and Posterior 

Anterior (ventral) describes structures toward the 
front of the body, while posterior (dorsal) indicates 
positioning toward the back. The sternum is anterior to 
the heart, while the spine is posterior to the heart. 
Medial and Lateral 

Medial refers to structures closer to the midline of the 
body, while lateral describes positioning farther from the 
midline. The nose is medial to the eyes, while the ears are 
lateral to the eyes. 
Proximal and Distal 

These terms describe structures relative to their point 
of attachment or origin. Proximal indicates closer to the 
attachment point, while distal refers to farther from the 
attachment. The elbow is proximal to the wrist but distal 
to the shoulder. 

Table. Body Cavities and Their Contents 

Cavity Subdivision Major Contents Protected By 

Dorsal 
Cranial Brain, Meninges Skull 
Vertebral Spinal cord Vertebrae 

Ventral 

Thoracic Heart, Lungs Rib cage 

Abdominal 
Stomach, Liver, 
Intestines 

Abdominal 
muscles 

Pelvic 
Bladder, Reproductive 
organs 

Pelvic bones 
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Body cavities and regions 

Dorsal Cavity 
The dorsal cavity encompasses two main subdivisions: 

the cranial cavity housing the brain and the vertebral 
cavity containing the spinal cord. These areas are 
protected by bone and contain vital nervous system 
components. 
Ventral Cavity 

The ventral cavity includes the thoracic cavity 
(housing the heart, lungs, and associated structures) and 
the abdominopelvic cavity. The diaphragm separates 
these regions. The abdominopelvic cavity further divides 
into the abdominal cavity (containing digestive organs) 
and the pelvic cavity (housing reproductive organs, 
bladder, and rectum). 

Body systems overview 

Integumentary System 
Comprising the skin, hair, nails, and associated glands, 

this system provides protection, temperature regulation, 
and sensory reception. The skin consists of epidermis, 
dermis, and subcutaneous layers, each serving distinct 
functions. 
Musculoskeletal System 

This system includes bones, muscles, cartilage, 
tendons, and ligaments. The skeletal system provides 
structural support, protection, and movement capability 
through its interaction with skeletal muscles. Major 
divisions include axial and appendicular skeletons. 
Cardiovascular System 
The heart, blood vessels, and blood constitute this system, 
responsible for circulation. The heart's four chambers 
work with arteries, veins, and capillaries to distribute 
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