
Plain Language Glossary  

Plain Language Glossary of Preventive Health Terms 
 

A1c A1c is a test that measures blood sugar levels over the past three months.  
 
ACE Inhibitor A type of drug used to lower blood pressure. May also be helpful in preventing or slowing the 

progress of kidney disease in people with diabetes. 
 
Acetone The body usually uses glucose (sugar) for energy.  When fat is used for energy, acetone is 

formed. Someone with a lot of acetone in the body can have breath that smells fruity and is 
called "acetone breath." 

 
Acidosis Too much acid in the body.  This can happen because of illness, taking too little insulin or 

getting very little exercise. 
 
Acute Severe symptoms over a short period of time. 
 
Airways Passages in the lungs that carry air in and out of the body. 
 
Allergens Substances that produce an allergic reaction.  
 
Alpha-fetoprotein (AFP) This is a test to check the level of a protein (AFP) in a pregnant woman’s blood and the fluid 

around the baby in the uterus.  It is done to check for birth defects.  
 
Amino Acid Amino acids are the building blocks of proteins.  Proteins are the main materials of the body's 

cells.    
 
Amniocentesis This is a test to check for birth defects.  A small bit of fluid around the baby in the uterus is 

taken and sent to the lab.  
 
Antibody A protein made by the immune system that helps identify and destroy germs (viruses or 

bacteria) that attack the body.   
 

Anti-inflammatory Medication       Drugs that work by easing the swelling of the lung’s airways.  They are used to help control  
for Asthma (“Control” Medicines) asthma.   
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Asthma A disease where the lung’s airways become narrowed.  This makes breathing difficult.  

Asthma can be treated but not cured.   
 
Asthma Action Plan A plan made by a medical provider that shows the treatment steps for a person with asthma.  

This is used to help control asthma. 
 
Asthma Attack or A time when asthma symptoms flare up or get worse. 
Asthma episodes   
 
Benign Tumor A non-cancerous type of tissue growth.  These types of tumors do not spread to other parts of 

the body. 
 
Benign Prostatic A non-cancerous tumor growing inside the prostate gland.  This type of tumor makes it  
Hyperplasia (BPH) hard to urinate. 
 
Beta-agonist A drug that allows the muscles around the lung’s airways to relax.  This helps to open the 

airways. 
 
Bilirubin Test A blood test to check for liver problems.  
  
Biopsy This is a procedure where a small sample of tissue is taken from a patient to be examined.  

The tissue is looked at under a microscope to check for abnormal growth or disease. 
 
Blood Glucose Also called “blood sugar.” The body makes glucose from the food we eat.  Glucose is the 

major source of energy for living cells and is carried to each cell through the bloodstream.  
Cells cannot use glucose without the help of insulin.  

 
Blood Glucose Meter A machine that test how much glucose (sugar) is in the blood.  
 
Blood Glucose Monitoring This is a process of testing and recording how much glucose (sugar) is in the blood.  One way 

to test is to take a drop of blood from the tip of the finger and placed it on the end of a testing 
strip.  The strip changes color according to how much glucose is in the blood.  A person can 
tell if the level of glucose is low, high, or normal by matching the color of the strip to a color 
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chart.  Another way to check blood sugar levels is by inserting the strip into a small machine, 
called a meter.  The meter reads the strip and shows the level of blood glucose in a digital 
display window.   You should keep a log of you blood sugar levels every time you test.  Blood 
glucose monitoring should be done on a regular basis.  Ask your doctor to tell you how often 
you should monitor your sugar levels. 

 
Blood Pressure A measure of the force of blood against the walls of the arteries.  A reading of 120/80 is said 

to be in the normal range.  High blood pressure levels can lead to health problems like heart 
attacks and stroke. 

 
Blood Tests Taking a small amount of blood from a vein with a needle and testing it for various medical 

problems.  
 
Blood Type &  A persons blood type could be A, B, AB, or O.  It can also be Rh positive or Rh negative. 
Rh Factor Problems can arise when a baby’s blood has the Rh factor and the mother does not.  The 

mother’s body may react as if it was allergic to the baby.  This could cause anemia (low iron 
levels in the blood) in the mother.  The mother would require special care during pregnancy. 

 
Breast Self-Exam (BSE)   A breast exam women should do every month beginning at age 20.   This exam helps women 

to detect breast cancer early.  Doing the monthly exam helps women know how their breasts 
feel normally so they are able to tell if any changes occur.  Ask your doctor how to do a breast 
self-exam if you are not sure. 

 
Bronchi/Bronchial tubes The main passages that carry air in and out of the lungs.  Also called “airways”. 
 
Bronchodilator A drug used to treat asthma.   It opens up the airways by relaxing the muscles around the 

airways.   
 
Bronchospasm or The lung’s airways become tight.  This is due to certain triggers that take place with asthma or  
Bronchoconstriction  allergies.  
 
Calorie Energy that comes from food. Some foods have more calories than others. Fats have many 

calories. Most vegetables have few calories.  
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Cancer A disease in which cells grow out of control. Cancers are named based on where in the body 
they occur.  Breast cancer for example is cancer of the breast. 

 
Cancer Screening Tests Tests that are used to check for cancer.  
 
Carbohydrate The body breaks carbohydrates down into glucose and uses them as a source of energy. 

Carbohydrates are mainly sugars and starches in food.  If someone eats large amounts of 
carbohydrates, the body can change them into fat.   

 
Carcinoma This is a form of cancer.   It is a malignant new growth that gets into tissues, organs or the 

skin.   
 
Certified Diabetes Educator  A person who is trained to teach people with diabetes how to take care of their disease. 
(CDE)    
 
Cervix  The opening of the uterus (womb). 
 
Cholesterol A fat-like substance found in blood, muscle, liver, brain, and other tissues. Too much of it in 

the blood can cause heart disease and other health problems.  It is found in animal products 
like meats and eggs.   

 
Complications of Diabetes Health problems that may happen when a person has diabetes.  
 
Controlled Diabetes Diabetes can be “controlled” with diet, exercise, and medicine, if needed.  Taking care will 

help keep the glucose level in the blood from becoming either too high or too low. 
 
Chickenpox  It is often a childhood disease.  It is easily spread to others.  Some signs are rash, itching, 

fever and tiredness.  Most of the time it does not lead to serious health problems.  Infants and 
adults who have this might have more serious signs.   

 
Chlamydia A sexually transmitted disease (STD).  It is spread during unsafe sex with an infected person.  

Mothers can also pass it to their babies.   Chlamydia often has no symptoms, so it is 
important to get tested.  If symptoms occur, they may include discharge, spotting, pain during 
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sex or pain when urinating.  A blood or urine test is used test for Chlamydia. If untreated, it 
may cause infertility. Chlamydia is curable.   

  
Chorionic Villus                          A test to detect problems during pregnancy. The doctor takes a tiny sample of cells from the               
Sampling (CVS)                          placenta (the spongy tissue in the womb). The lab then tests the sample for problems

  
 
Chronic A disease that is long-term or long lasting. 
 
 
Clinical Breast Exam (CBE) A breast exam done by a doctor to make sure there are no signs of cancer or other breast 

problems.  The doctor will look at and feel your breasts, nipples, and armpits. 
 
Colon The long, tube-like organ through which digested food moves. Also known as the large 

intestine.  
 
Colonoscopy An exam of the colon.  The doctor inserts a flexible, lighted tube to look at the inside.    
 
Colorectal Cancer Cancer that grows in the colon or rectum.  
 
Complete History & Physical A complete check-up.  The doctor asks about your past illnesses, medicines, and family 

history.  Then the doctor does a physical exam (checks the body).  Catching problems early 
can help you stay healthy.  

 
Dehydration Great loss of body water.    
 
Diabetes Also called Diabetes Mellitus.  A disease that occurs when the body is not able to use blood 

glucose (sugar), as it should. There are two types of diabetes, Type 1 and Type 2.   
 
Diabetic Coma A person is unconscious because the blood sugar is too low or too high.   This is an 

emergency that needs urgent medical care. 
 
Diabetic Ketoacidosis (DKA) This is a condition that occurs when the body does not have the help of insulin.  Blood sugar 

levels are very high.  Ketone bodies are produced and build up in the blood.  They "spill" over 
into the urine so that the body can get rid of them. The body can also rid itself of one type of 
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ketone, called acetone, through the lungs. This gives the breath a fruity odor.  The signs 
include nausea and vomiting, which can lead to loss of water from the body, stomach pain, 
and deep and rapid breathing. Other signs are a flushed face, dry skin and mouth, a rapid and 
weak pulse, and low blood pressure. If the person is not given fluids and insulin right away, 
ketoacidosis can lead to coma and even death. This is an emergency condition that needs 
urgent medical care.   

 
Dietitian An expert in nutrition who helps people plan the kinds and amounts of foods to eat. A 

registered dietitian (RD) has special training. 
 
Diphtheria, Tetanus &  The DTaP vaccine is 3 vaccines in 1 shot. It protects against diphtheria, tetanus and 
Pertussis Vaccines (DTaP) pertussis.   It is given as a series of 5 shots.  
 
Diphtheria  A disease that attacks the throat and heart. It can lead to heart failure and death. 
 
Digital Rectal Exam An exam to help detect prostate cancer in men.  A doctor inserts a gloved finger through a 

patient’s anus into the rectum.  He feels if there is any growth on the prostate gland.     
 
Diuretic A drug that rids the body of excess fluid.  It increases the flow of urine.   
 
Double Contrast                          A type of x-ray of the colon and rectum. An enema containing a dye called “barium” is given,  
Barium Enema                            followed by an injection of air. The barium makes the intestines show up on the x-rays.  This

allows the doctor to see any abnormal growths.   
 
Edema A swelling or puffiness of some part of the body such as the ankles. Body fluids collect in the 

cells and cause the swelling. 
 
Emergency Medical  Cards, bracelets, or necklaces used by people with diabetes or other medical conditions. 
Identification These ID’s alert medical people that the person has a disease.   
 
Exchange List A grouping of foods to help people on special diets stay on the diet. Each group lists food in 

serving sizes. A person can exchange, trade, or substitute a food serving in one group for 
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another food serving in the same group. The lists put foods in six groups: (1) starch/bread, (2) 
meat, (3) vegetables, (4) fruit, (5) milk, and (6) fats. 

 
Exercise-induced Asthma Asthma symptoms that appear during and/or after exercise.   
 
Fasting Blood Glucose Test A method for finding out how much glucose (sugar) is in the blood. The test can show if a 

person has diabetes. It is also used to monitor a person with diabetes. The test is usually 
done in the morning before the person has eaten.  

 
Fats Fats help the body use some vitamins and keep the skin healthy. They also serve as stored 

energy for the body. There are two types of fats found in food: saturated and unsaturated. 
Saturated fats are solid at room temperature and come mostly from animal food products. 
Some examples are butter, lard, meat fat, solid shortening, palm oil (plant), and coconut oil 
(plant). These fats can raise the level of cholesterol in the blood. Unsaturated fats are liquid at 
room temperature. They come from plant oils such as olive, peanut, corn, cottonseed, 
sunflower, safflower, and soybean. These fats tend to lower the level of cholesterol in the 
blood.  

 
Fecal Occult Blood A test to see if there is blood in your stool (feces).  It checks for colon cancer or other 

problems. Fecal refers to stool and occult means hidden. The test is sometimes just called a 
stool test. 

 
Fiber A substance found in foods that come from plants. Fiber helps aid digestion and may lower 

cholesterol and help control blood glucose (sugar). 
 
Flexible Sigmoidoscopy A test in which a doctor looks inside the rectum and lower part of the colon through a 
 flexible, lighted tube. During the test, the doctor can look for and remove polyps (small 

growths) on the colon. 
 
Diabetic Foot Care People with diabetes have to take special care of their feet because nerve damage and 

reduced blood flow sometimes mean they will have less feeling in their feet than normal. They 
may not notice cuts and other problems as soon as they should.  Diabetics should take 
special steps to avoid foot problems such as sores, cuts, bunions, and calluses. Good care 
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includes daily checks of the feet, toes, and toenails. Good care is also choosing shoes and 
socks or stockings that fit well.  

 
Fructose A type of sugar found in many fruits and vegetables and in honey. Fructose is used to 

sweeten some diet foods. 
 
Gangrene The death of body tissue. It is most often caused by a loss of blood flow, especially in the legs 

and feet. 
 
Genetic Tests These tests can often show whether your baby has certain birth defects.  Most of these tests 

are offered for all pregnant women.  Others may only be offered if you have certain risk 
factors. 

 
Genital Herpes A virus that is spread by unsafe sex with someone who is infected.  Most people have no 

symptoms and may not know they have Genital Herpes.  If symptoms occur, they may include 
itching or pain in the genital area, vaginal discharge, sores, fever, headache, swollen glands.  
Even with treatment, the virus will often come back.  Genital Herpes sores can be identified 
easily by a doctor.  If needed a doctor may do a culture by swabbing the sore or do a blood 
test.  

 
Genital Warts Also called Human Papilloma Virus (HPV). This is a common infection that can be spread 

during unsafe sex.   This virus affects the skin in the genital area of men and women.  A 
women’s cervix can also be infected.  Certain strains of HPV can lead to cervical cancer.  
There are often no signs or symptoms of infection.  Sometimes painless warts may appear 
after having sex with an infected person. A doctor can usually detect HPV by examining the 
genital area of the man and woman.  Taking a swab of the cervix in women can also test 
HPV. 

 
Gingivitis Untreated problems in the gums may lead to disease. Signs of gingivitis are inflamed and 

bleeding gums. 
 
Gland A group of cells that produce a substance needed by the body. 
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Glucose A simple sugar found in the blood. It is the body's main source of energy.  (See Blood 
Glucose); also known as dextrose. 

 
Glucose Screening This test is done to check for diabetes.  Your doctor will give you a special sugar mixture to 

drink.  Later you will be given a blood test that will check the level of sugar (glucose) in your 
blood. (See Fasting Blood Glucose Test) 

 
Glucose Tolerance Test A test to see if a person has diabetes. The test is given in a lab or doctor's office in the 

morning before the person has eaten. A sample of blood is taken from the person. Then the 
person drinks a liquid that has glucose (sugar) in it. A blood sample is drawn each hour for 2 
to 3 hours.  The object is to see how well the body uses the glucose over time. (See Fasting 
Blood Glucose Test) 

 
Glycemic Response The effect that different foods have on blood glucose (sugar) levels. Some foods have 

different effects on glucose. 
 
Gonorrhea An infection caused by bacteria.  It is often spread through sexual contact. It can 
 also be spread from mother to child during birth.  The first sign of gonorrhea for men may be  
 discharge from the penis, pain when urinating or swollen testicles.  Many women have no  
 symptoms.  Some women may have pain when urinating or a discharge.   
 A person can be checked for Gonorrhea by testing their body fluid or by a urine test.  
 
Haemophilus Influenzae             The Hib vaccine helps prevent Haemophilus Influenzae type b.  This disease is a leading 
Type b (Hib) Vaccine                   cause of serious illness in children under 5 years old. It can lead to meningitis (an infection of 

the covering of the brain), pneumonia, and a severe throat infection that can cause choking.  
The Hib vaccine can be given in series of 3 or 4 shots.

 
HBV Vaccine or The HBV vaccine helps prevent hepatitis B virus (HBV), an infection of the liver that can lead 
(Hep B Vaccine) to liver cancer and death. The vaccine is given in a series of 3 shots 
 
Hepatitis B Virus Hepatitis B is a virus, which infects the liver. If you have this infection you can pass it to your 

baby.  You will be given a medication to help treat the illness and your baby will be given the 
same medication and a shot after she is born. 
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Hormones A chemical substance produced in the body that controls the activity of certain cells or organs. 
 
Human Immunodeficiency  HIV is the virus that causes AIDS.  It is spread most often by having unprotected sex, sharing 
Virus (HIV) needles and from mother to infant.  All pregnant women are tested even if they don’t have any 

risk factors.  Your doctor will tell you that you are being tested for HIV.  The test results will be 
explained to you.  If you have HIV, there is a chance you may pass it to your baby.  You can 
be given medication during pregnancy to lower this risk. 

 
Human Papilloma Virus (HPV) This is a virus that affects the skin in the genital area of males and females, as well as a 

female's cervix. A common infection that can be spread during unprotected sex.  Certain 
strains of HPV can cause cervical cancer.  There are often no signs or symptoms.  
Sometimes painless warts may appear after having sex with an infected person.  HPV is 
tested by taking a swab of the cervix.  A doctor or nurse may also examine the genital area of 
males and females for genital warts.  

 
Hyperglycemia Too high a level of glucose (sugar) in the blood.  This is a sign that diabetes is out of control. 

Signs of hyperglycemia are a great thirst, a dry mouth, and a need to urinate often.  
 
Hyperinsulinism Having too high a level of insulin in the blood. This term most often refers to a condition in 

which the body produces too much insulin.  
 
Hypoglycemia Low levels of glucose (sugar) in the blood. This occurs when a person with diabetes has 

injected too much insulin, eaten too little food, or has exercised without extra food. A person 
with hypoglycemia may feel nervous, shaky, weak, or sweaty, and have a headache, blurred 
vision, and hunger. Taking small amounts of sugar, sweet juice, or food with sugar will usually 
help the person feel better within 10-15 minutes. 

 
Immunity Protection from disease.  Having antibodies to a disease makes a person immune.  (See 

Antibody) 
 
Immunization  Vaccines (shots) given at certain times to protect against diseases.  
 
Immunization Schedule A list of vaccines (shots) kids should get and the age they should receive them.  
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IPV (Inactivated Poliovirus) The IPV vaccine helps prevent polio. The IPV vaccine is given to children (and adults) as a 
series of 4 shots. 

 
Inflammation Swelling of the tissues.  In asthma, this swelling occurs in the airways, making the airways 

more narrow and hard to breathe. 
 
Inhaler/Metered-Dose Inhaler     A device that gives a measured dose of asthma medicines in the form of a spray.  The spray  
(MDI)                                             goes to the lungs and helps ease breathing by opening up the airways or decreasing 

inflammation. 
 
Injection To inject or put liquid into the body with a needle and syringe.  Often called a “shot”.  Vaccines 

or medicines are sometimes given this way. 
 
Injection Site Rotation Using different areas of the body to inject insulin. People should try to use the same body 

area for injections at the same time of day. For example, using the stomach for the morning 
injection or an arm for the evening injection.  

 
Injection Sites Places on the body where diabetics can inject insulin easily. These are the outer area of the 

upper arm, and the upper area of the buttock, just behind the hipbone.   Other areas are just 
above and below the waist, except the area right around the navel (a 2-inch circle).  The front 
of the thigh, midway to the outer side, 4 inches below the top of the thigh to 4 inches above 
the knee can also be used. 

 
Insulin A hormone that helps the body use glucose (sugar) for energy.   
 
Insulin Shock A severe condition that occurs when the level of blood glucose (sugar) drops quickly. The 

signs are shaking, sweating, dizziness, double vision, convulsions, and collapse. Insulin 
shock may occur when an insulin reaction is not treated quickly enough.  This is an 
emergency condition that needs urgent medical care. 

 
Initial Health Assessment This is a complete physical done by your primary care provider during the first 120 days of 

enrolling into your health plan.  If you have not had an initial health assessment call your 
doctor today to schedule an appointment.  
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Islets of Langerhans Special groups of cells in the pancreas. They make and secrete hormones that help the body 

break down and use food.  
 
Irritants Any substance that may trigger (cause) asthma or allergy symptoms.   
 
Ketone Bodies Chemicals that the body makes when there is not enough insulin in the blood.  This happens 

when the body is forced to use fat for its energy. Ketone bodies can poison and even kill body 
cells.  

 
Ketosis A condition of having ketone bodies build up in body tissues and fluids. Ketones that build up 

in the body for a long time lead to serious illness and coma. (See Diabetic Ketoacidosis) 
 
Kidney Function Test A group of tests that can be done to see how well the kidneys are working. 
 
Lead Test  A blood sample taken by finger stick to screen for high amount of lead in the blood.  Also 

known as blood lead test, blood lead level or BLL.    You should be tested if you may have 
been exposed to lead where you live or work.  Your children especially should be tested as 
they may have inhaled dust or swallowed substances that could contain lead (e.g., from paint 
chips or water from lead pipes found in older housing). 

  
Lipid Profile A group of tests to determine the risk of coronary heart disease.  
 
 
Long-term Acting Medication    These kinds of drugs provide lasting relief.  They make airways less sensitive and can prevent 

symptoms before they even appear.  
 
Malignant Tumor Uncontrollable cell growth in one part of the body that can spread to other parts. A malignant 

tumor is cancerous. 

Mammogram A special kind of x-ray of the breasts used to find breast cancer. It is the most effective way to 
find breast cancer early, up to 2 years before the lump is even large enough to feel. A 
radiologist will look at the x-rays for signs of cancer or other breast problems.  

 
Maternal Serum  These tests are used to find out if you have higher-than-normal risk of having a baby with 
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Screening Tests specific birth defects.  These tests measure the level of certain substances in your blood.  The 
levels may be higher or lower than normal if your baby has defects. 

 
 
Meal Plan A food guide listing the amount of calories, carbohydrates, proteins, and fats a person eats. 

People with diabetes can use such plans as the Exchange Lists or the Point System to help 
them plan their meals so that they can keep their diabetes under control. 

Measles, Mumps &  
Rubella Vaccines (MMR) The MMR vaccine protects against the measles, mumps and rubella. It's given as 2 shots.  
 
Measles  This is a disease that causes fever, rash, cough, runny nose and watery eyes. It can also 

cause ear infections and pneumonia. Measles can also lead to more serious problems, such 
as brain damage, seizures and even death.  

 
Metabolism The term for the way cells digest food so that it can be used to keep the body alive 
 
Mucus A thick liquid that is produced in the linings of the lung’s airways.  Exposure to certain triggers 

can increase mucus production for asthma patients.  The increased amount of mucus makes 
breathing more difficult.   

 Mumps  This disease causes fever, headache and painful swelling of glands. Mumps can lead to 
meningitis (infection of the brain and spinal cord covering), painful swelling of the testicles or 
ovaries, and rarely death. 

 
Multiple Marker Screening This tests measures the levels of two hormones and a protein (AFP) in your blood.  It is done 

to check for birth defects. 
 
Nebulizer A small, portable machine used to deliver certain asthma medicines in a spray or mist form.  

The medicines can then be inhaled into the lungs. 
 
Neuropathy A disease of the nervous system. Many people who have had diabetes have nerve damage. 

The most common form is peripheral neuropathy, which mainly affects the feet and legs. 
 
Non-Stress Test This test is done to check a baby’s heartbeat.  The doctor listens with a small device that is on 

a belt and wrapped around the mother’s  belly. 
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Obesity When people have 20 percent ( more than recommended) extra body fat for their age, height, 

sex, and bone structure. Fat works against the action of insulin. Extra body fat is thought to be 
a risk factor for diabetes.  (Should we have separate this into adults and children? What about 
BMI parameters? 

 
120 Day Initial Health  A complete check-up.  The doctor asks about your past illnesses, medicines, and family 
Assessment history.  Then the doctor does a physical exam (checks the body).  Catching problems early 

can help you stay healthy.  
 
Orchiectomy Removal by surgery of one or more testicles. 
 
Pancreas An organ behind the lower part of the stomach that is about the size of a hand. It makes 

insulin so that the body can use glucose (sugar) for energy. It also makes enzymes that help 
the body digest food.  

 
Pap Smear A check for cervical cancer.  The doctor or nurse wipes a swab on the cervix in your vagina.  

This sample of your cells is sent to a lab.  Lab staff look with a microscope to make sure your 
cells are normal. 

 
Peak Flow Meter                          A small device used to measure how well a person can blow out air from the lungs. Used 

properly, it can detect an asthma attack early. 
 
Pelvic Exam A check of the vagina, uterus, cervix and ovaries. It is called a “pelvic exam” because the 

organs are all in your hip area, called the “pelvic region”.  The doctor will look at the outside of 
your vagina and labia (lips).  A  “speculum this needs a definition (a device to help open the 
walls)” will be used to examine the inside of  the vagina.   The doctor will check the vagina 
walls and the cervix. Take a swap of the cervix.  (See Pap Smear.)  Lastly, the doctor will put 
one hand inside the vagina and one hand outside on the lower belly.  The doctor will squeeze 
gently to feel the uterus (womb) and ovaries.  This is an important exam to make sure 
everything is healthy. 

 
Pneumococcal  The pneumococcal vaccine protects against a type of bacteria that is a common cause of ear 
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Conjugate Vaccine infections. These bacteria can also cause more serious diseases, such as meningitis and 
blood infections. Infants and toddlers are given 4 doses of the vaccine. The vaccine may also 
be used in older children who are at risk for pneumococcal infection. 

 
Point System A way to plan meals that uses points to rate food. The foods are placed in four classes: 

calories, carbohydrates, proteins, and fats. Each food is given a point value within its class. A 
person with a planned diet for the day can choose foods in the same class that have the same 
point values for meals and snacks. 

 
Polio  This disease can cause muscle pain and paralysis (can’t move an arm or leg). It may also 

paralyze the muscles that help you breath and swallow. It can lead to death.  
 
Polyunsaturated Fats A type of fat that comes from vegetables. 
  
Pulmonary Having to do with the lungs. 
 
Pulmonary Function Test A series of tests that measure the ability of the lungs to work. These tests can tell how much 

air you breathe with each breath, how well the lungs move air in and out and how well oxygen 
is delivered to the bloodstream. 

 
Prostate Gland A gland that is near the bladder and surrounds the urethra.  It produces fluid that carries the 

sperm. 
 
Prostate Specific Antigen Blood test that measures the level of substances produced by the prostate gland.  An  
(PSA) elevated reading may indicate prostate enlargement or cancer. 
 
Prostatecotomy Removal of the prostate by surgery. 
 
Quick Relief Medication Drug used to relieve asthma symptoms right away. 
(“Rescue” Medicines)   
 
Respiratory Tract The entire system of organs and tissues involved in breathing.  
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Rubella Titer This test is to check for signs of past German measles (rubella).  If you haven’t had it, while 
you are pregnant you should avoid anyone who has the disease. If the test shows you are not 
immune to rubella, you should get the shot after your baby is born. 

 
Rubella (German Measles)         This disease causes mild fever, a rash and swelling of the glands in the neck. Rubella can 

also cause brain swelling or a problem with bleeding. If a pregnant woman catches rubella, it 
can cause her to lose her baby or have a baby who is blind or deaf, or has trouble learning 

 
Rectum The last part of the large intestine where waste leaves the body.   
   
Saccharin A man-made sweetener.  People can use it in place of sugar because it has no calories. 
 
Saturated Fat A type of fat that comes from animal food products. 
 
Scrotum Pouch of skin outside the body that holds the testicles. 
 
Semen/Sperm Cloudy white fluid produced from liquids made by the testicles, prostate and seminal vesicles. 
 
Seminal Vesicles Two glands located near the prostate that provide a portion of the semen. 
 
Serum Iron Test A test that checks the blood taken from a vein in your arm.  This test checks if the iron level is 

normal.  You will be tested if your doctor thinks that you might have too little or too much iron 
in your blood. Low iron can cause anemia.  It is usually due to rapid growth (in children), and 
sometimes due to a poor diet.  Swallowing iron supplements or a genetic condition can also 
cause low iron. 

 
Sigmoidoscopy A screening test for precancerous growths and cancers of the lower part of the large intestine 

(colon) and rectum (anus).  A sigmoidscope is a flexible tube inserted into the rectum to 
examine the rectum and lower bowel. 

 
Skin Test  This is a test used to check for allergies.  During a skin test, the doctor will put a drop of liquid 

containing whatever you think is causing your allergies on the skin of your back or your arm. 
Then, he'll lightly scratch your skin a little bit, and if you get red or itchy, you'll know you're 
allergic!  
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Spacer A short tube device that attaches to an inhaler to help the inhaler work better.  It holds the 

medicine in its chamber long enough for a person to inhale it in one or two slow, deep 
breathes.   

 
Spirometer A machine used for measuring how well the lungs work. 
 
Staying Healthy                           The “Staying Healthy” assessment is a form used by a doctor to check a person’s behavior as       
Assessment                                 to alcohol and drug use, use of complementary or alternative medicine, dental health, nutrition, 

physical activity, pregnancy prevention, psychosocial adjustment, safety, sexually transmitted
disease and HIV prevention, tobacco and violence prevention.  The forms are divided in to 

                                                      five different age groups, 0-3, 4-8, 9-11, 12-17 and 18 and over.  They are available in
English, Spanish, and other languages.

 
Strep Screen This is a test to check for strep infection.  First, a doctor takes a cotton swab and touches the 

back of your throat to get a sample of the germs making you sick. Next, the swab is sent to a 
lab where they do a quick test to see if you've been infected with the strep germ that causes 
strep throat. If you do have a strep infection you will have to take medicine called antibiotics to 
help you get better.  

 
Sugar A class of carbohydrates that taste sweet. Sugar is a quick and easy fuel for the body to use. 

Types of sugar are lactose, glucose, fructose, and sucrose. 
 
Syphilis A serious bacterial infection that is passed from one person to another during unprotected 

sex.  An infected mother may pass it to her unborn child. You can also get syphilis by 
touching the sore of a person who is infected.  Early signs are sores on the penis for men, 
and sores around or inside the vagina for women.  If left untreated, it can spread to the blood. 
Other signs include rash, fever, sore throat and swollen lymph glands.  Syphilis can lead to 
serious problems and even death.  Syphilis is tested by scraping the surface of the sore for 
the bacteria and identifying it under a special microscope.  Blood tests can also be used. 
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TB Screening This is a test to find out if you have been exposed to tuberculosis infection.  A small amount of 
TB is injected under the skin.  If the skin gets red and swollen, you may be sensitive to TB 
and further tests can be done. (see also tuberculosis) 

 
Testicles Two glands found in the scrotum that produces sperm and hormones. 
 
Tetanus (Lockjaw)  This disease is caused by bacteria that enters the body through an opening in the skin, like a 

cut or wound.  If the bacteria gets into the bloodstream it can cause serious muscle spasms in 
the face or jaw.    

 
Tetanus &  The Td vaccine is used as a booster to the DTaP vaccine. It helps prevent tetanus and 
Diphtheria Vaccine (Td) diphtheria. It's given when your child is 11 years old or older and every 10 years throughout 

life. 
 
Transrectal Ultrasound of the A test used to examine the prostate.  An instrument is inserted into the rectum and sound 
Prostate (TRUS) waves bounce of the prostate.  These sound waves create echoes which a computer uses to 

create a picture called a sonogram.  
 
Transurethral Resection           Surgical removal of prostate tissue to aid urination. 
of the Prostate (TURP)  
 
Trichomoniasis An infection of the urethra in men and vagina in women.  It is often spread through 

unprotected sexual contact with an infected partner.  Men rarely have any symptoms.  In 
women, the symptoms include a foamy, yellow-green vaginal discharge with a strong odor, 
discomfort during sex and urination, irritation and itching in the genital area.  In rare cases, 
there may be lower abdominal pain.  Trichomoniasis is detected by a pelvic exam and lab test 
on a sample of vaginal fluid. 

 
Triggers  Activities, conditions or substances that cause the airways to narrow.  Triggers cause asthma 

symptoms to occur. 
 
Tuberculosis (TB) TB, or tuberculosis, is a disease caused by bacteria.  The bacteria can attack any part of your 

body, but they usually attack the lungs. TB is spread through the air from one person to 
another.  The bacteria are put into the air when a person with TB disease of the lungs or 
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throat coughs or sneezes.  People nearby may breathe in these bacteria and become 
infected. People who are infected with latent TB do not feel sick, do not have any symptoms, 
and cannot spread TB.  But they may develop TB disease at some time in the future.  People 
with TB disease can be treated and cured if they seek help from a doctor.  Even better, 
people who have latent TB infection but are not yet sick can take medicine so that they will 
never develop TB disease. 

 
Tumor Abnormal cell growth.  Tumors can be benign (not cancerous) or malignant (cancerous). 
 
Type I Diabetes Mellitus Type 1 Diabetes Mellitus is also called Insulin-Dependent Diabetes Mellitus or IDDM. This is a 

long-term disease in which the pancreas makes little or no insulin. The body is not able to use 
the glucose (blood sugar) for energy. The signs of IDDM are thirst, hunger, frequent urination, 
and weight loss. To control this type of diabetes, the diabetic person must inject insulin, follow 
a diet plan, exercise daily, and test blood glucose several times a day. IDDM usually occurs in 
children and adults who are under age 30. 

 
Type II Diabetes Mellitus Type II Diabetes Mellitus is also called Noninsulin-Dependent Diabetes Mellitus or NIDDM. 

This is the most common form of diabetes. People with NIDDM produce some insulin, 
sometimes even large amounts, but their bodies can’t use the insulin. People with NIDDM can 
often control their condition by losing weight, eating a healthy diet and exercising. If not, they 
may need to combine insulin or a pill with diet and exercise. (given that more and more 
overweight children present with type 2 diabetes)Many people who have this type of diabetes 
are overweight. 

 
Ultrasound A machine that uses sound waves to create an image similar to a x-ray.  It is often used 

during pregnancy to see how the baby is growing.   This is done by moving a device across 
your belly or by placing a special device in the vagina. 

 
Urethra The urethra in men and women carries urine from the bladder to outside the body.  In men the 

urethra is also the passage out of the body for sperm. 
 
Urinalysis or Urine Test             A collection of urine in a cup or special bag (for infants) to test for infections or other health
                                                     problems.  Pregnant women are tested at each prenatal care visit.  
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Uterus Also referred to as the womb, is the part of a woman’s body where a baby grows and matures 

until delivery. 
 
Vagina The passage leading from the opening of the vulva to the cervix of the uterus.      
 
Varicella (Chickenpox) The varicella vaccine helps prevent chickenpox and is given to children once after they are 12  
Vaccine  months old.   
 
Vulva The external genital organs of females. 
 
Well-care Exam A complete check-up.  The doctor asks about your past illnesses, medicines, and family 

history.  Then the doctor does a physical exam (checks the body).  Catching problems early 
can help you stay healthy.  

 
Wheeze/wheezing The whistling sound which occurs when breathing during an asthma attack.  It occurs when 

air moves through narrowed or tightened airways.  
 
X-Ray  X-ray machines are used to take a special picture of a part of your body so that doctors can 

see if everything inside is where it should be.   When your doctor wants to find out if you have 
broken bones (fractures) or other problems he will refer you for an X-ray. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The Plain Language Glossary of Preventive Health Terms was developed in March 2003 by a collaborative of Medi-Cal Managed Care Health
Plans, including Central Coast Alliance for Health, and was last reviewed in March 2008.  For more information, contact the Alliance Senior 
Health Educator at 831-430-5570. 
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