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Discuss objectives.
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Medical terminology is the language of health care.

As an EMT, it is important that you establish a basic understanding of medical 
terminology so you may communicate effectively with other professionals on the 
health care team.  

Although we adjust our communication styles for our patients, as health care 
professionals we should use proper medical terminology when addressing others on 
the health care team and when documenting patient care reports.
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At first glance, many medical terms may appear difficult to:
•Read
•Understand
•Pronounce

One reason for this is because most medical terms are derived from Greek and Latin 
origins, with which we may not be very familiar. 

But if you know the common parts that compose the term, the words can become 
easier to understand and interpret. 

To do this it is necessary to memorize commonly encountered:
•Prefixes
•Suffixes
•Combining forms

Many medical terms get their meaning from:
•Anatomical structures
•Organs
•Systems with which they are associated
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Most medical terms have three basic components: 
•Prefix
•Combining form
•Suffix

The combining form is the subject or foundation of the word that gives the word its essential 
meaning. 

Each combining form is composed of two parts: 
•Root 
•Combining vowel

The root is the part of the term that provides the foundation for the rest of the term. 

Combining vowels are joined to the end of a root to connect the root to another root or to a 
suffix. 
Combining vowels make the word easier to pronounce. 

The most common combining vowel is o, followed by i. 

A combining vowel is not used if the suffix begins with a vowel. 

Some medical terms may contain more than one combining form. 
For example, the term cardiovascular has two combining forms: 
•cardi/o (heart) 
•vascul/o (vessel)

cardi/o  vascul/o  -ar
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In this example of hyperglycemia, the meaning is derived from the suffix -emia
(meaning blood condition), then the prefix hyper- (meaning above or excessive), 
followed by the combining form glyc/o (meaning glucose or sugar). 

So the meaning of the term hyperglycemia would be a blood condition that has an 
excessive amount of  glucose (sugar) in it.

A patient presents with hypotension. Based on the prefix in the term, you should 
suspect the patient's blood pressure to be below normal. 

You are called to the residence of a patient in respiratory distress. Dispatch advises 
the patient has recently had a tracheostomy. Based on this information you expect to 
find an artificial opening in the trachea

Dysphagia refers to difficulty swallowing.
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Hepat-
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“o”
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Fast
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Trouble breathing.
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Nephr-
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Para-
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Study of.
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Ear
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Hematuria
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Answers as appropriate.

34



Allow student(s) to interpret what this medical report is.
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Allow student(s) to interpret what this medical report is.
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Allow student(s) to interpret what this medical report is.
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Discuss as needed.

38


