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LATIN MEDICAL TERMINOLOGY IN PRACTICE

Abstract: The article aims to discuss the use of authentic medical documentation in Latin medi-
cal terminology classes for students of medicine during their 1* year at Masaryk University in
Brno. Despite the limited access to medical records, for students still lacking experience in clini-
cal medicine, as well as for terminology teachers not educated in medicine itself, but in philol-
ogy, the use of medical documentation proves to be a highly motivating component of training,
allowing students to observe how technical medical Latin is used in real life situations as well
as making classes more practical.
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LACINSKA TERMINOLOGIA MEDYCZNA W PRAKTYCE

Streszczenie: Celem artykutu jest dyskusja na temat uzywania autentycznej dokumentacji me-
dycznej w tacinskiej terminologii medycznej dla studentow medycyny podczas ich pierwszego
roku na Uniwersytecie Masaryka w Brnie. Pomimo iz dostgp do dokumentacji medycznej jest
ograniczony i ze studenci jeszcze nie maja do§wiadczenia w medycynie klinicznej, a nauczy-
ciele terminologii nie posiadaja wyksztatcenia medycznego, lecz filologiczne, wykorzystanie
dokumentacji medycznej okazuje si¢ bardzo motywujacym elementem szkolenia, gdyz pozwala
uczniom obserwowaé, w jaki sposob techniczna tacina medyczna wykorzystywana jest w rze-
czywistych sytuacjach, i sprawia, ze zaj¢cia s bardziej praktyczne.

Stowa kluczowe: jezyk specjalistyczny, tacina, terminologia medyczna, dokumentacja medy-
czna, nauczanie jezykow

Introduction

Latin medical terminology represents a LSP sui generis for students of medi-
cine, dentistry and other health professions in countries of Central and Eastern
Europe. During the last decade the trend for teaching Latin medical terminology
has changed from teaching language as a complex system towards teaching basic
grammar rules and those principles of word-formation that are directly connected
with medical practice.
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As one of the terminology teachers at the Faculty of Medicine, Masaryk Uni-
versity, in the present paper I will share the experience of using authentic medical
documentation during the classes of Basic Medical Terminology for medical stu-
dents. I will start with a little background concerning the course itself, then I will
present different types of medical documentation that my colleagues and I have
found useful for teaching and learning medical terminology; I will also provide
some examples of the exercises and tasks we assign to our students; finally point-
ing out the problems that we face while using this kind of material, and summa-
rizing the advantages.

Background

The course in Basic Medical Terminology is designed for the students of general
medicine in their first year. The course is obligatory, two teaching hours per week
for two semesters.

The command of basic Latin is still among the requirements for studying med-
icine and related disciplines (dentistry, physiotherapy, nursing etc.). From the be-
ginning the students deal with anatomy terms, which are Latin, and if they speak
with their teachers and health professionals in their native language, they are sup-
posed to understand and are encouraged to use the correct Latin and Greek terms
in order to make the communication more effective.

The history of the course goes back to 1950s. There had been no need to teach
Latin at medical faculties before because students of medicine already knew enough
Latin from secondary school. With the start of the communist era, the educational
traditions were broken, Latin was not obligatory anymore and its command gradu-
ally faded out (Artimova, Svanda, 2016). In the middle of 1950s, teachers (espe-
cially anatomy teachers) encountered more and more students with a zero knowl-
edge of Latin, so between the late 1950s and early 1960s the majority of medical
faculties introduced an obligatory Latin course for students of medicine (or more
detail see Beran, 2013: 44—49).

The course gradually changed into a course on Basic Medical Terminology.
Today, the emphasis is placed on vocabulary building, with grammar reduced to
the necessary minimum. Students need to master the declension of nouns and ad-
jectives, to use correct prepositional phrases, numerals, some verb forms, as well
as become acquainted with the principles of word formation.

Medical documentation

In order to make the course more attractive for students, we decided to use au-
thentic medical documentation in class. We expected that this would be a highly



Libor Svanda = Latin medical terminology in practice 35

motivating factor, and we started to use several kinds of the documentation that
we already had at our disposal:

The most complex is a medical record (health record), because it describes
the state of a patient from the moment they enter hospital until the moment they
leave. Students have the opportunity to learn about the structure of the document,
they learn where to look if they are searching for some particular information, they
can translate or explain Latin terms (at a very basic level).

Then we use medical reports: here is usually a diagnosis summary in Latin,
which can be translated, but also the other parts (which usually mix Czech and
Latin together) mostly contain important terminology, phrases, collocations etc.
and students are also supposed to learn common abbreviations and be able to in-
terpret them.

Dissection protocols are another kind of medical documentation which is of-
ten found in Latin. More advanced students may simply translate the diagnoses,
or the task is to find answers for prepared questions — not only questions such as
‘What was the cause of death?’ or ‘Which disease of the circulatory system did the
deceased person suffer from?’, but sometimes also simple questions such as ‘Was
the deceased person a man or a woman?’ — which is not always obvious (there is
no personal data left in the document) and students are required to support their
opinion with arguments.

Prescriptions: students learn common abbreviations, and at the end of the course
they should be able to read a prescription in Latin (including numbers). They fo-
cus on the specialist vocabulary and collocations frequently used in pharmacology.

Lists of authentic diagnoses: we persuaded three hospitals (two in Brno and
one in Prague) to share authentic diagnoses for educational purposes. Now we have
several Excel files with about 60 000 diagnoses in total. This is still raw material,
which we use as a source for preparing exercises (and so we are using authentic
materials), but we have recently started to build up a real corpus using Sketch En-
gine software, so we plan to tag every word, correct misspellings, interpret abbre-
viations etc. and we hope that the corpus will allow us to start proper analysis and
serious research into clinical diagnoses.
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2847 E105  Gangraena diabstica dig. ||, pedis | o Stp. amputatianam halucis bilat

2848 E105 Gengraens diabatica dig. |11, padis | .t , flegmona plantse pedis Ldx.

2840 E105 Gangraena diabstica pedis | de, stp. amputetio dig. i1l 1158 Sebundémi hyperisnze NS

2050 E105 Gengrasna diabafica pedis | dx LIE30  Gangrens diabsfica pedis. |.de

2851 E105  Gangraena dabslica pedis | di LI Flegmeina - calubiida - jinyeh Edsti kandetn
2852 E105 Gangraena diabatica pedis | sin

2053 E105 Gengraena diabatica pedis | sin M. hyparionicus

2854 E105  Gangraena diabstica pedis |sm E135 DM ad insulmoiherapsam

2055 E105  Gengraena diabatica pedis Lso,, 8 ;s EB60  Obesias

2856 E105 Gengraena diabatico- schasmica pedis | sin. Gangrenasa disbetica e ischemica pedis | sin
2857 E105  Gengraena dig |1l ped. |. dx. disbetica

2058 E105  Gengraena padss |. dx dabstica R5TE  Siebus saphcis.

2050 E105  Gengraena pads | sin. diabstica
Z860 E105  Gangraena pads | sn. diabatica

2061 E105  Gengraena pads | - DM 1. typ non insuln |, dislyzovany 110 Morbus hyparionicus

2862 E105  Gengraena pads | sin. disbebica.

2063 E05 G wulneres past am i agtr, mf. | sin. in fem

2864 E105 Gangreanse disbedica padis |. dx. cum osteomysitis LI30  Gangreana disbesica pads | dx. cum osteomyslitis

205 E105  Gengreanea disbetica padrs lat. d E115 DM nezdvrshy na wnzuling s parifar.obsihov komplikecemi: Gengraena humida diab
2066 E105  Gengrasnea dishetico-schasmica pedis | de Morbus ischaams s extremitaborum mfariorum, bypass femaropoplialais | sin.

20ET E105  Gengrana disheticn padis e cruris st dx
2868 E105  Osteoarthropathia Charcoti
20 E105  Osteosrthropathia Charcali

2470 E105  Phlagmona pads |, dx. Stp. emputefianam halucis bilat , dig 11, [.d
2471 E105  Prlagmona padss | dx. Stp. empatetianam halucis bilat ef dig 11 Lds,
ZAT2 E105 Phlegmona pades |, absoessus plantae | Gangraana disbetica pantsa pedis ds.

2473 E105  Stp. mcrsianam ef evecsationem abecessus pedis | de
2474 E106  Disbetas mellius

2075 E106  Disbetas melitus (PAD)

Z8T6 E106  Disbetas mellfus ad insulmotherapsam

2477 E106  Dirbetas melitus cum therap. msulinn.

Figure 1. List of authentic diagnoses from a hospital as a resource material
for a future corpus

Source: own elaboration.

Working with the documentation

When we have a medical record, medical report or dissection protocol, students
learn about the document’s structure, so they can more easily find a particular piece
of information. Students can translate the diagnoses from their summary, but they
can also interpret abbreviations or highlighted terms, look for specific anatomical
or clinical terms or try to interpret a collocation from almost any part of the docu-
ment. They can analyze the whole document or work only with a small part, but
the teacher always needs to keep in mind the level of students’ understanding of
clinical medicine.

Misspellings or even mistakes in the medical documents are quite frequent, so
the task can be to find the mistakes and correct them. Students often work in pairs
or in smaller groups, the task can be set in the form of a competition or a discussion.

Another type of task are case studies. This is actually not authentic documenta-
tion, but the teacher uses a real case study, prepares a short description (preferably
with pictures) and students are asked to translate the highlighted parts that appear
in Latin. They work in groups or in pairs, because discussion is an important part
of the learning process.

A very good source for writing such descriptions is the New England Journal of
Medicine (Wwww.nejm.org) where a large number of medical cases are described in
context, with details and pictures. Depending on the vocabulary the teacher needs
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to present, he finds a suitable case, writes a simple description and students write
Latin diagnoses based on the description.

Main problems

Number: we would use more medical reports and medical records if we had them.
Their number is limited and the variability is rather low. It is not easy to obtain
them from hospitals.

Legal issues: the hospitals which provided us with medical documentation were
obviously cautious about sharing such kind of information. We are allowed to use
this type of documentation only under these conditions: (1) the documentation will
be anonymous and no one will be able to connect the medical report with a given
person; (2) the documents will be used for educational purposes only; (3) we do
not share the documents with the students or anyone else, we show them only in
the class (they do not constitute a part of study materials).

Teacher’s lack of erudition in medicine: using such material is sometimes
challenging for the teacher, who is an expert in philology, but not in medicine. To
prepare activities of this kind means that the teacher has to know anatomy to some
extent, find out clinical information on the topic, discuss problems with a medi-
cal professional etc.

Conclusions

Using authentic medical documentation during class is considered to be highly
motivating. To measure the students’ satisfaction with the methodology and con-
tent of the course, an online-questionnaire is used at the end of every academic
year. Concerning the work with authentic material, the students’ feedback is always
positive. Regularly over 95% of students really appreciate working with medical
records, reports and dissection protocols because of their authenticity and focus
on medical practice.
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