Medical Terminology for Medical Assistants

Part VIII: The Digestive System

Structures, Combining Forms, and Functions of the Digestive System
	Major Structures
	Related Combining Forms
	Primary Functions


	Mouth
	or/o, stomat/o
	Begins preparation of food for digestion.


	Pharynx
	pharyng/o
	Transports food from the mouth to the esophagus.


	Esophagus
	esophag/o
	Transports food from the pharynx to the stomach.


	Stomach
	gastr/o
	Breaks down food and mixes it with digestive juices.


	Small Intestine
	enter/o
	Completes digestion and absorption of most nutrients.


	Large Intestine
	col/o, colon/o
	Absorbs excess water and prepares solid waste for elimination.



	Rectum and Anus
	an/o, proct/o, rect/o
	Control the excretion of solid waste.


	Liver
	hepat/o
	Secretes bile and enzymes to aid in the digestion of fats.



	Gallbladder
	cholecyst/o
	Stores bile and releases it to the small intestine as needed.



	Pancreas
	pancreat/o
	Secretes digestive juices and enzymes into small intestine as needed.




Functions of the Digestive System
The digestive system is also known as the alimentary canal (al-ih-MEN-tar-ee) (aliment means to nourish and -ary means pertaining to). The digestive system is responsible for: 
· The intake and digestion of food. 
· The absorption of nutrients from digested food. 
· The elimination of solid waste products.

The Gastrointestinal Tract 

The structures of the digestive system are also described as the gastrointestinal (gas-troh-in-TESS- tih-nal) or GI tract (gastr/o means stomach, intestin means intestine, and -al means pertaining to). 

· The upper GI tract consists of the mouth, esophagus, and stomach.  
· The lower GI tract is made up of the small intestine, large intestines, rectum, and anus. The intestines are sometimes referred to as the bowels. 

· When these terms are used to describe diagnostic procedures, the small intestine is usually included with the upper GI tract.
The Lips 

The lips, also known as labia (LAY-bee-ah), form the opening to the oral cavity (singular, labium). (The term labia, is also applied to part of the female genitalia.) Another word part relating to the lips of the mouth is cheil/o. 
The Palate 

The palate (PAL-at), which forms the roof of the mouth, consists of two parts: the hard and soft palates. 
· The hard palate forms the bony anterior portion of the palate that is covered with specialized mucous membrane. 
· Rugae (ROO-gay), which are irregular ridges or folds in the mucous membrane, cover the anterior portion of the hard palate. Rugae are also found in the stomach (singular, ruga). 
· The soft palate forms the flexible posterior portion of the palate. It has the important role of closing off the nasal passage during swallowing so food and liquid do not move upward into the nasal cavity. 
· The uvula (YOU-view-lah), which hangs from the free edge of the soft palate, moves upward with the soft palate during swallowing. Enlargement of the uvula is often associated with snoring problems.
Terms Related to the Teeth 

· The term dentition (den-TISH-un) refers to the natural teeth arranged in the maxillary (upper) and mandibular (lower) arches. 
· Edentulous (ee-DEN-too-lus) means without teeth. This term is used after the natural teeth have been lost.
The Periodontium 

The periodontium (pehr-ee-oh-DON-shee-um) consists of the bone and soft tissues that surround and support the teeth (peri- means surrounding, odonti means the teeth, and -um is the noun ending). 
· The gingiva (JIN-jih-vah), also known as the gums, is the specialized mucous membrane that surrounds the teeth, covers the bone of the dental arches, and continues to form the lining of the cheeks. 
The Salivary Glands 

The salivary glands (SAL-ih-ver-ee) secrete saliva that moistens food, begins the digestive process, and cleanses the mouth.

The Pharynx 

The pharynx (FAR-inks), also known as the throat, is the common passageway for both respiration and digestion.

The Esophagus 

The esophagus (eh-SOF-ah-gus), also known as the gullet, is a collapsible tube that leads from the pharynx to the stomach.
The Small Intestine 

The small intestine extends from the pyloric sphincter to the first part of the large intestine. It is here that the nutrients from food are absorbed into the bloodstream. The small intestine is a coiled organ up to 20 feet in length: however, it is known as the small intestine because it is smaller in diameter than the large intestine.

The Large Intestine 

The large intestine extends from the end of the small intestine to the anus. It is about twice as wide as the small intestine, but only about one-fourth as long. It is here that the waste products of digestion are processed in preparation for excretion through the anus. The major parts of the large intestine are the cecum, colon, rectum, and anus.

The Gallbladder 

The gallbladder is a pear-shaped organ about the size of an egg located under the liver. It stores and concentrates the bile for later use. 
· The term cholecystic (koh-lee-SIS-tick) means pertaining to the gallbladder (cholecyst means gallbladder and -ic means pertaining to). 
The Pancreas 

The pancreas (PAN-kree-as) is a large feather-shaped organ located posterior to (behind) the stomach. It has important roles in both the digestive and endocrine systems.
Metabolism 

Metabolism (meh-TAB-oh-lizm) is the sum of anabolism and catabolism. That is, metabolism includes all of the processes involved in the body's use of nutrients (metabol means change and -ism means condition). 
· Anabolism (an-NAB-oh-lizm) is the building up of body cells and substances from nutrients. 
· Catabolism (kah-TAB-oh-lizm), which is the opposite of anabolism, is the breaking down of body cells or substances, releasing energy and carbon dioxide.
The Role of the Mouth, Salivary Glands, and Esophagus 

· Mastication (mass-tih-KAY-shun), also known as chewing, breaks food down into smaller pieces and mixes it with saliva. Saliva contains an enzyme that begins the chemical breakdown to convert starches into sugar.

The Esophagus 

Dysphagia (dis-FAY-jee-ah) is difficulty in swallowing (dys- means difficult and -phagia means swallowing).
· A hiatal hernia (high-AY-tal HER-nee-ah) is a protrusion of part of the stomach through the esophageal sphincter in the diaphragm (hiat means opening and -al means pertaining to). A hernia is the protrusion of a part or structure through the tissues that normally contain it. 
The Stomach 

· Gastritis (gas-TRY-tis) is a common inflammation of the stomach lining often caused by the bacterium Helicobacter pylori (gastr means stomach and -itis means inflammation).
Peptic Ulcers 

Peptic ulcers (UL-serz) affect the mucous membranes of the digestive system (pept means digestion and -ic means pertaining to). Peptic ulcers can occur in the lower end of the esophagus, the stomach, or in the duodenum. An ulcer is an erosion of the skin or mucous membrane that is frequently caused by the bacterium Helicobacter pylori.
Eating Disorders

Anorexia nervosa (an-oh-RECK-see-ah) is an eating disorder characterized by a false perception of body appearance. This leads to an intense fear of gaining weight and refusal to maintain a normal body weight. Compulsive dieting and excessive exercising often cause the patient to become emaciated. 
· Emaciated (ee-MAY-shee-ayt-ed) means abnormally thin. 
· Bulimia nervosa (byou-LIM-ee-ah or boo-LEE- mee-ah), also known as bulimia, is an eating disorder characterized by a false perception of body appearance leading to frequent episodes of binge eating followed by compensatory behaviors such as self-induced vomiting or the misuse of laxatives, diuretics, or other medications. Bulimia means continuous, excessive hunger. 
Obesity 

Obesity (oh-BEE-sih-tee) is an excessive accumulation of fat in the body. The term obese is usually used to refer to individuals who are more than 20 percent to 30 percent over the established weight standards for their height, age, and sex.
Indigestion and Vomiting

· Dyspepsia (dis-PEP-see-ah), also known as indigestion, is pain or discomfort in digestion (dys- means painful and -pepsia means digestion).
· Hematemesis (hee-mah-TEM-eh-sis or hem-ah- TEM-eh-sis) is the vomiting of blood (hemat means blood and -emesis means vomiting).
Intestinal Disorders
· Diverticulitis (dye-ver-tick-you-LYE-tis) is the inflammation of one or more diverticula in the colon (diverticul means diverticulum and -itis means inflammation). Compare with diverticulosis.
The Liver

· Hepatomegaly (hep-ah-toh-MEG-ah-lee) is the abnormal enlargement of the liver (hepat/o means liver and -megaly means enlargement). 
· Jaundice (JAWN-dis), also known as icterus (ICK-ter-us), is a yellow discoloration of the skin and eyes caused by greater-than-normal amounts of bilirubin in the blood.
Hepatitis 

Hepatitis (hep-ah-TYE-tis) is an inflammation of the liver (hepat means liver and -itis means inflammation).
Cirrhosis 

Cirrhosis (sih-ROH-sis) is a progressive degenerative disease of the liver in which scar tissue replaces normal tissue (cirrh means yellow or orange and -osis means abnormal condition).

Diagnostic Procedures of the Digestive System
· Anoscopy (ah-NOS-koh-pee) is the visual examination of the anal canal and lower rectum (an/o means anus and -scopy means visual examination).
· An upper GI series, or barium swallow, and lower GI series, or barium enema, are radiographic studies to examine the digestive system. 
· The term enema describes a solution placed into the rectum and colon to empty the lower intestine through bowel activity. One purpose of an enema is to clear the bowels in preparation for an endoscopic examination.
· Hemoccult (HEE-moh-kult), also known as the fecal occult blood test, is a laboratory test for hidden blood in the stools (hem means blood and -occult means hidden).
Endoscopic Procedures 

An endoscope is an instrument used for visual examination of internal structures (endo- means within and -scope means an instrument for visual examination). Endoscopes are also used for obtaining biopsy samples, controlling bleeding, removing foreign objects, as well as for other surgical and treatment procedures. The endoscopes and procedures are named for the body parts being examined or treated. 
· Colonoscopy (koh-lun-OSS-koh-pee) is the direct visual examination of the inner surface of the colon from the rectum to the cecum (colon/o means colon and -scopy means visual examination). 
· Sigmoidoscopy (sig-moi-DOS-koh-pee) is the endoscopic examination of the interior of the rectum, sigmoid colon, and possibly a portion of the descending colon (sigmoid/o means sigmoid colon and -scopy is the visual examination).
______________________________________________________________________________

· Challenge Word Building 

These terms are not found in this chapter; however, they are made up of the following familiar word parts. You may want to look in the textbook glossary or use a medical dictionary to check your answers.

	col/o
	-algia


	enter/o
	-ectomy


	esophag/o
	-itis


	gastr/o
	-megaly


	hepat/o
	-ic


	proct/o
	-pexy


	sigmoid/o
	-rrhaphy



8.1. The term meaning the surgical suturing of a stomach wound is __________________.

8.2. The term meaning pain in the esophagus is __________________.

8.3. The term meaning the surgical removal of all or part of the sigmoid colon is __________________.

8.4. The term meaning pain in and around the anus and rectum is __________________.

8.5. The term meaning the surgical fixation of the stomach to correct displacement is __________________.

8.6. The term meaning inflammation of the sigmoid colon is __________________.

8.7. The term meaning the surgical removal of all or part of the esophagus and stomach is __________________.

8.8. The term referring to the liver and intestines is __________________.

8.9. The term meaning abnormal enlargement of the liver is __________________.

8.10. The term meaning inflammation of the stomach, small intestine, and large intestine is __________________.
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