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Copyright and Medical Disclaimer

© 2026 by Paul Putnam, M.D., and Medical Terminology Hero. All rights
reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or
transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying,
recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior
written permission of the copyright holder, except in the case of brief
qguotations used in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses
permitted by copyright law.

This book is intended for general educational purposes only. It is designed
to help students, allied health professionals, and interested readers
become familiar with the structure, pronunciation, and meaning of
medical terms.

WORD ALERT

This book is an educational study aid. It is not a substitute for
professional medical training, licensure requirements, clinical judgment,
or the advice of a qualified healthcare provider. Always follow the
guidelines, protocols, and terminology standards of your institution,
licensing body, or instructor.

Every effort has been made to ensure the accuracy of the terms,
definitions, and word parts presented in this book at the time of writing.
Medical language evolves, and some institutions may use alternate or
updated terminology. Readers should verify current usage against
authoritative medical references when precision is required for clinical or
academic work.

Any resemblance between the illustrative clinical scenarios in this book
and real patients, providers, or institutions is purely coincidental. All chart
notes, patient examples, and case vignettes used throughout this book
are fictional and created solely to demonstrate how a term functions in
context.

Trademarks, brand names, and organization names that may appear in
this book are the property of their respective owners and are used here
strictly for identification and educational reference; their use implies no
sponsorship or endorsement of this book.
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About This Book

Medical Terminology Hero was written for anyone who needs to speak
the language of healthcare with confidence: nursing and allied health
students, medical assistants, health information and coding students,
EMT and paramedic trainees, pre-health undergraduates, and working
professionals who want a sharper command of clinical vocabulary.

Rather than presenting medical terms as an enormous list to memorize by
brute force, this book teaches the underlying logic of the language: a
small set of prefixes, roots, and suffixes recombine, again and again, to
build thousands of medical words. Once you know the pieces, unfamiliar
terms stop being intimidating and start being solvable — like a puzzle you
already have the tools to complete.

What Makes This Book Different

Many terminology textbooks organize themselves as long alphabetical
glossaries. This book instead follows the order you would naturally build
understanding in: first the mechanics of how words are put together, then
the vocabulary of the body itself, then how that vocabulary is actually
used at the bedside, on a chart, and on an exam.

Every chapter applies the same four-step Hero Method — Decode,
Pronounce, Understand, Remember — so that the skill you build in
Chapter 2 keeps paying off through the very last practice exam in Chapter
27. Color-coded callout boxes, word-part breakdown diagrams, and
realistic clinical examples appear throughout to keep the material
grounded in how these terms are actually used, not just how they are
spelled.

Who This Book Is For

e Students preparing for a medical terminology course or
certification exam who want a structured, cumulative approach
rather than a flat glossary.
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Nursing, allied health, and paramedic program students who
need to read orders, chart findings, and communicate with a care
team accurately.

Medical coders, billers, and health information management
students who translate clinical documentation into standardized
codes.

Pre-health and pre-med undergraduates building a foundational
vocabulary before anatomy, physiology, and pathology
coursework.

Working professionals who want a focused refresher or a
reference to keep at their desk.

What You Will Learn

How to break any unfamiliar medical term into prefix, root, and
suffix, and translate it accurately.

How to pronounce medical terms correctly using syllable and
stress patterns.

The core vocabulary of every major body system, organized the
way your coursework is organized.

How to read and interpret medical abbreviations, eponyms, and
clinical documentation.

How to apply everything you've learned to realistic patient
charts, lab reports, and practice exams.
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How to Use This Book

Each chapter builds on the last, so the book is designed to be read in
order the first time through — then used as a reference afterward.
Throughout the book, color-coded boxes flag specific kinds of information
at a glance:

KEY CONCEPT

Highlights a core idea worth committing to memory before moving on.

HERO TIP

A practical study strategy, memory trick, or shortcut for learning faster.

CLINICAL EXAMPLE

Shows a term in a realistic clinical sentence, chart note, or patient
scenario.

WORD ALERT

Flags terms that are commonly confused, misspelled, or
mispronounced.

QUICK REFERENCE

Quick-scan tables of word parts, meanings, and examples for review.

TRY IT

A short, self-contained exercise you can try immediately, with the
answer close by.

Exercises appear at the end of most chapters. Work through them with a
pencil and paper (or a notes app) before checking your answers — active
recall, not re-reading, is what actually builds long-term memory for new
vocabulary.

A Suggested Study Pace

If you are using this book alongside a semester-length course, the pacing
below keeps you roughly one chapter ahead of a typical 15-week medical
terminology syllabus. If you are studying independently, feel free to move
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faster through chapters you find easy and slower through the body-
system chapters, which carry the heaviest vocabulary load.

1 Introduction, Chapter 1 — orientation to the language of

healthcare

2-3 Chapters 2-3 — word anatomy and core root words

4 Chapters 4-5 — prefixes and suffixes

5 Chapter 6 — the full decoding method, applied to challenge
terms

6 Chapters 7-8 — pronunciation and memorization strategy

7 Chapter 9 — anatomical and directional terminology

8-13 Chapters 10—-17 — one or two body systems per week

14 Chapters 18-23 — pathology, diagnostics, pharmacology,
abbreviations

15 Chapters 24-27 — clinical context, word-building workshop,

and exams
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The Medical Terminology Hero Learning Method

Every chapter in this book applies the same four-step method to new
vocabulary. Learning this sequence once means you can apply it to any
medical term you encounter for the rest of your career — long after
you've finished this book.

m What You Do Why It Works

Most “new” words are
just familiar pieces in a
new combination.

Split the term into prefix, root,

1. Decode and suffix.

Saying a term correctly
cements it in memory and
builds clinical confidence.

Sound the word out by syllable

2. Pronounce
and stress.

Meaning sticks far better
than a memorized string
of letters.

Translate the parts into a plain-

3. Understand L
language definition.

Association turns a one-
time definition into long-
term recall.

Connect the term to an image,

4. Remember . .
story, or patient scenario.

It's worth pausing on why the order matters. Decoding first keeps you
from guessing at a definition based on how a word merely sounds.
Pronouncing before defining forces you to notice the syllable boundaries,
which usually line up with the word-part boundaries you just identified.
Only after both of those steps do you lock in the meaning — and only
once the meaning is genuinely understood does an association actually
stick.

HERO TIP — Say It Out Loud

Working through Decode = Pronounce - Understand - Remember
out loud, even alone, roughly triples how many terms you'll still recall a
week later compared to silent reading.

Worked example — the term periarthritis:

periarthritis
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peri arthr itis
prefix root suffix
around joint inflammation

Decode: peri- (around) + arthr/o (joint) + -itis (inflammation). Pronounce: per-
ee-arth-RY-tis. Understand: inflammation of the tissues surrounding a joint.
Remember: picture inflammation forming a ring (peri-) around a joint like a
hot, swollen halo.
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Quick Start: Your First 25 Medical Terms

Before diving into the full word-part system, preview it in action. Every

term below is built from pieces you'll formally meet in Chapters 3-5.

Don't try to memorize this list — just notice the pattern: prefix/root +

root + suffix, combining into a precise meaning.

Cardiology
Gastritis
Dermatitis
Hepatomegaly

Nephrectomy

Osteoporosis

Tachycardia

Bradycardia

Arthritis

Neuralgia

Hemiplegia

Hypertension

Hypotension
Otitis
Rhinorrhea

Dyspnea

Apnea

cardi/o + -logy
gastr/o + -itis
dermat/o + -itis
hepat/o + -megaly
nephr/o + -ectomy

oste/o + poro + -
osis

tachy- + cardi/o + -
ia

brady- + cardi/o + -
ia

arthr/o + -itis

neur/o + -algia

hemi- + -plegia

hyper- + tension

hypo- + tension
ot/o + -itis
rhin/o + -rrhea

dys- + -pnea

a- +-pnea

study of the heart
inflammation of the stomach
inflammation of the skin
enlargement of the liver
surgical removal of a kidney

condition of porous, weakened
bone

abnormally fast heart rate

abnormally slow heart rate

inflammation of a joint
nerve pain

paralysis of one side of the
body

abnormally high blood
pressure

abnormally low blood pressure
inflammation of the ear

runny nose; nasal discharge
difficult or labored breathing

temporary absence of
breathing
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Cyanosis
Leukocyte
Erythrocyte
Hematoma

Myocardial

Gastroenteritis

Endoscopy

Biopsy

cyan/o + -osis
leuk/o + -cyte
erythr/o + -cyte
hemat/o + -oma
my/o + cardi/o + -al
gastr/o + enter/o +
-itis

endo- + -scopy

bi/o + -opsy

10

bluish discoloration of skin
white blood cell

red blood cell

a mass of clotted blood
pertaining to heart muscle

inflammation of the stomach
and intestines

visual examination inside the
body

examination of tissue removed
from a living body
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INTRODUCTION

Entering the Language of
Healthcare

Entering the Language of Healthcare

Walk into any hospital unit and you'll hear a conversation happening in a
language that sounds almost, but not quite, like English. “The patient
presents with dyspnea and tachycardia; rule out pulmonary embolism.”
To an outsider, it's a wall of noise. To a trained clinician, it's a precise,
efficient description that would take a full paragraph of plain English to
say with the same accuracy.

Medical terminology is not a separate language so much as a highly
disciplined dialect of Latin and Greek, standardized over centuries so that
a nurse in Lagos, a physician in London, and a medical coder in Manila can
all read the same chart note and understand exactly the same thing. That
precision is the entire point: in healthcare, ambiguity costs time, money,
and sometimes lives.

Where This Language Comes From

Most medical word parts trace back to classical Greek and Latin, the
languages of the earliest systematic medical writing in the Western
tradition. Physicians in Europe continued to write and teach in Latin well
into the modern era, which is why so much of anatomy — the femur, the
clavicle, the mandible — still uses Latin names, while many disease and
process terms (arthritis, cardiology, nephrosis) draw on Greek.

Because these roots come from historically stable classical languages
rather than any single living modern language, the vocabulary doesn't
shift the way everyday slang does. A root coined centuries ago still means
exactly the same thing today, which is part of why medical terminology
can function as a genuinely international professional language.

13
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Why This Book Starts With Structure, Not Memorization

Most learners' first instinct is to treat medical terminology like vocabulary
flashcards — one word, one definition, repeat a thousand times. That
approach works, slowly, and it falls apart the moment you meet a term
you've never seen before, which happens constantly in real clinical
practice.

This book takes a different approach. Medical language is modular. A
relatively small number of word parts — prefixes, roots, and suffixes —
recombine to form the overwhelming majority of clinical vocabulary.
Learn the parts and the rules for combining them, and you gain the ability
to decode terms you have never encountered, not just recall ones you've
already memorized.

KEY CONCEPT

You do not need to memorize thousands of isolated words. You need to
learn a few hundred word parts and the rules for combining them —
the words then largely teach themselves.

By the end of this book, you will have learned roughly 350 word parts.
Combined, they generate well over ten thousand recognizable medical
terms — a return on investment no flashcard deck of isolated words can
match.

Why Medical Terminology Seems Difficult

New learners tend to point to the same handful of frustrations: the words
are long, they're full of unfamiliar letter combinations, several terms look
almost identical, and there seem to be exceptions to every rule just when
you think you've found a pattern.

Each of these frustrations has a specific, fixable cause:
® Length — long words are almost always three or more short
word parts stacked together, not one word to memorize whole.

e Unfamiliar spelling — many terms come from Greek and Latin
roots that follow their own (very consistent) spelling logic, once
you know it.

14
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e Look-alike terms — pairs like hyper-/hypo- or -algia/-plegia differ
by one word part, and that single part is exactly what changes the
meaning.

e “Exceptions” — most apparent exceptions are actually a second,

less common root or suffix you simply haven't met yet.

e Silent or unusual letters — combinations like ph, ps, and pn are
pronounced differently than in everyday English, which can make
a familiar-looking word sound foreign when spoken aloud.

CLINICAL EXAMPLE — Hyperglycemia vs. Hypoglycemia

Both terms share glyc/o (sugar) and -emia (blood condition). The only
difference is the prefix: hyper- (excessive) versus hypo- (deficient) —
changing “high blood sugar” into “low blood sugar.” One letter-group
swap, one opposite meaning.

CLINICAL EXAMPLE — Dysphagia vs. Dysphasia

These two terms are separated by a single letter yet describe entirely
different problems: dysphagia (dys- + phag/o “to eat” + -ia) means
difficulty swallowing, while dysphasia (dys- + phas/o “speech” + -ia)
means difficulty producing or understanding speech.

Once you can see medical terms this way — as a small set of
interchangeable building blocks — the field stops feeling like an endless
list and starts feeling like a system you can reason through. The remaining
chapters of this book exist to teach you that system, one layer at a time.

The Four-Step Hero Method

This book will return to a single repeatable method every time it
introduces a new term: Decode, Pronounce, Understand, Remember.
Applying all four steps, even briefly, turns a term you've seen once into a
term you actually own.

15
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Identify the prefix (if any),
Decode the root or combining form,
and the suffix.

Break the term into syllables
Pronounce and say it aloud, stressing
the correct syllable.

Translate each word part,
then combine the meanings

Understand . .
into one plain-language
definition.
Attach the term to a mental
image, a short story, or a
Remember g U

clinical scenario you can
recall later.

HERO TIP — Say It Out Loud

Working through Decode - Pronounce
- Understand - Remember out loud,
even alone, roughly triples how many
terms you'll still recall a week later
compared to silent reading.

A worked example — the term hepatosplenomegaly, a term you will meet
again when you study the digestive and lymphatic systems:

hepatosplenomegaly
hepat/o splen/o megaly
root root suffix
liver spleen enlargement

Decode: hepat/o (liver) + splen/o (spleen) + -megaly (enlargement).
Pronounce: heh-PAT-oh-splee-no-MEG-ah-lee. Understand: simultaneous
enlargement of the liver and spleen. Remember: two organs, one long word
— notice how two roots simply sit side by side before the shared suffix.

You will see this exact table reappear, in miniature, throughout the body-
system chapters later in the book, applied to dozens of new terms specific
to each system.
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