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Basic Elements
of Medical Words

HB R R EAR R

_The study of medical terminology is the study of the parts that make up medical words
and the building of both a general vocabulary and a vocabulary for each of the body
systems. Few linguistic concepts need be understood befere you can analyze the terms
themselves. Most medical words are made from a combination of the following
elements: the part of the word that we shall call the BASE because it contains the most

fundamental meaning of that word, prefixes and suffixes, and vowels that join all these
parts.

THE BASE FORM

The BASE®* of a medical word is that word structure that is capable of combining with
another base or a suffix to form a medical word that has meaning. The word base is
what is left after all added elements are removed. This reduced part of the word
contains its most fundamental meaning. The examples in the table illustrate how
words are reduced to their bases.

Word Separation of affixes . Base Meaning
epigraphic epi/graph/ic graph ]
atrophy a/troph/y troph CER
homégenous hom/o/gen/ous gen e
interjection - inter/jec/tion jeg gt
hysterical - hyster/ical hyster T8
linguist lingu/ist lingu EF ]
ductile v duct/ile duc(t) 5%
poetic - poet/ic poe(t) i

Notice how the prefixes and suffixes alter the meaning of these bases. The base GRAPH

*Sometimes called a root or a stem.
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has the meaning of WRITE. When we add a prefix and a suffix to the base, we change its '
original meaning. : . T ~

EPI GRAPH IC
on write pertainingto

EPIGRAPHIC means “pertaining to the writing” (on buildings and monuments). In the
medical word ELECTROENCEPHALOGRAPH we can recognize the word GRAPH as one
of the bases that form the word. We can divide the word into its parts in the following
manner.

ELECTR/O/EN/CEPHAL/O/GRAPH

electrical in head write
impulses

In medical language electroencephalograph refers to an instrument that records the
electrical impulses of the brain. . -
Let’s analyze the other examples on our list and use the bases to make medical

terms.
ATROPHY: A/TROPH/Y DYS/TROPH/Y
not condition of poor condition of
nourish . nourish
Base: TROPH V TROPH

Meaning: Both are medical terms. Atrophy refers to the physical deteriorationdue toa :
lack of nourishment. (Atrophy is most commonly used to refer to a decrease in tissue
size resulting from a reduction of the number and/ or size of cells.) Dystrophy refers to '
a physical deterioration due to poor or insufficient nourishment.

HOMOGENOUS: HOM/O/GEN/OUS GAMET/O/GEN/ é/ SIS

same pertaining reproductive  * “process
to cell produce
produce
Base: ' GEN GAMET and GEN

Meaning: Homogenous means producing something that is the same—that is,
something uniform in its parts or structure. Gametogenesis réfers to the process of
producing male and female reproductive cells.

INTERJECTION: INTER/JEC/TION ‘ 1IN/JEC/TION _ . -~

between act or proces into act or process §
throw throw :
Base: JEC JEC : {




