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Notes  
 Introduction 

This glossary of terms includes commonly used 
words that you may hear from your Doctor during 
and after your pregnancy. Healthy Start has 
developed this booklet to help you better 
understand the terms used by your health care 
provider.  
 
Syracuse Healthy Start promotes healthy pregnancies 
and healthy babies through community partnerships, 
community referrals, health education, case 
management and home visitation.  
 
The goal of the program is to help moms have 
healthy babies and help families give their babies a 
healthy start! 
 
If you need a nurse or home visitor or help with 
your pregnancy or infant, call Syracuse Healthy Start 
at 435-2000.  
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Glossary of Terms  

Alpha-fetoprotein (AFP) test: A blood test done between the 16th 
and 18th week of pregnancy to help determine if the fetus has a problem 
(like spina bifida, a deformity of the spinal column, etc.). It can also 
help to screen for Down Syndrome.  
 
Amniocentesis: A test to look for birth defects. During the test, 
amniotic fluid (bag of water) is taken from the mother by inserting a 
needle through her abdomen and into her uterus (womb).  
 
Amniotic fluid (bag of water): Watery liquid that surrounds and 
protects the fetus in a woman’s uterus. 
 
Anemia: An abnormally low number of red blood cells (the cells in the 
blood that carry oxygen to the tissues).  
 
Antibodies: Substances in the blood that protect a person from illness. 
Antibodies are also found in breast milk. 
 
APGAR score: A score given to a newborn baby to check the 
condition of the baby. It rates the baby’s heart rate, muscle tone, 
circulation, reflexes, and breathing ability. The APGAR score is 
observed at one minute and five minutes after birth. A perfect score is 
ten.  
 
Areola: The dark area on the breast surrounding the nipple.  
 
Blood group or type: A classification of blood. Each person belongs 
either to type O, A, B, or AB. Differences in blood type between 
mother and baby (ABO incompatibilities) can lead to anemia and 
jaundice in the baby. Blood is also classified as Rh positive or Rh 
negative. When an Rh negative mother carries an Rh positive child, 
antibodies in her blood may cross the placenta and attack her baby’s red 
blood cells, resulting in severe anemia and jaundice in the newborn.  
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“Bloody Show”: A discharge of blood and mucus from the uterus that 
may signal the beginning of labor.  
 
Bonding: The strong feelings of closeness between a newborn baby 
and those who love him or her. 
 
Braxton Hicks Contractions: The normal contractions of the uterus 
that a woman feels during her pregnancy. They help the uterus get 
ready for labor. If a woman feels four or more in an hour, they may 
indicate preterm or regular labor.  
 
Breech position: Refers to the position of the baby in the womb 
when the baby’s feet or bottom are in place to be born first. 
 
Cervix: The lower section of the uterus (womb) that shortens (effaces) 
and opens (dilates) during delivery. 
 
Circumcision: The surgical removal of the loose fold of skin (called 
the foreskin) that covers the end of the penis. This operation is usually 
performed shortly after birth if parents want it done.  
 
Colic: A stomach ache in a baby which causes the baby to pull up his or 
her knees and cry or scream for long periods of time. Usually occurs 
during the first three months of life. Colicky babies can be difficult to 
comfort because the cause of colic is not known. 
 
Colostrum: The yellow, “first milk” a mother produces in her breasts 
after her baby is born. Colostrum has special antibodies which help 
protect a baby against sickness. 
 
Conception: The joining of the egg and sperm which results in 
pregnancy.  
 
 

 



Page 3 

Condom (Rubber): A cover that is worn over a man’s erect penis 
during intercourse to block the man’s sperm from entering the vagina. 
The condom protects a woman from getting pregnant and can help 
protect both partners from contracting sexually transmitted diseases, 
including AIDS. 
 
Contractions: The regular tightening of the uterine muscles as they 
work to open the cervix during labor, to push the baby down the birth 
canal, and to stop bleeding from the uterus after the baby is born. Also 
known as “labor pains.” 
 
C-section (Cesarean section or cesarean delivery): The birth of 
a baby through surgical cuts in the abdomen and uterus (or womb). 
 
D and C (Dilation and Curettage): A medical procedure in which a 
doctor dilates (opens) the cervix and scrapes the lining of the uterus, 
usually to stop heavy or unusual bleeding. 
 
Diabetes: A disease in which the body cannot produce insulin or 
cannot use insulin properly. This causes high blood sugar levels.  
 
EDC (estimated date of confinement): The estimated date that a 
pregnant woman will give birth to her baby. Most babies are born near 
but not actually on this day. 
 
Edema: Swelling of legs, hands, and face caused from excess fluid in 
tissues.  
 
Egg: The female reproductive cell released by the ovaries. 
 
Epidural: A type of spinal anesthesia used to relieve pain during labor 
and cesarean births. An epidural numbs mothers from the top of the 
uterus down to her toes and allows her to be awake for the birth of her 
baby. 

Glossary of Terms  
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Conversion Tables 
Inches to Centimeters 
Temperature Conversion 
Pounds and Ounces to Grams 
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Episiotomy: A small surgical cut that may be done to widen the 
vaginal opening during childbirth. Stitches are used to repair this cut 
after the baby is born. 
 
Fallopian tubes: Tubes in a woman’s body which carry eggs from the 
ovaries to the uterus. The usual place where an egg and sperm join and 
conception begins. 
 
Fetal Alcohol Syndrome (FAS): A set of birth defects caused by a 
woman drinking too much alcohol during pregnancy. Babies with FAS 
can have physical and mental problems including mental retardation. 
 
Fetal monitor: A machine that gives the health care provider 
information about the well-being of the baby by recording the baby’s 
heartbeat.  
 
Fetus: The unborn baby. In medical terms, it’s the growing pregnancy 
after the 8th week of development until the time of birth.  
 
Fontanelle: The soft spots on a newborn’s head. Usually closed by one 
year of age. 
 
Full term baby: A baby that is born between 38 and 42 weeks after 
conception. 
 
Gestational age: Estimated age of fetus, measured by number of 
weeks since last menstrual period. 
 
Gestational diabetes: Diabetes that develops during pregnancy. The 
mother’s blood sugar rises due to hormones secreted during pregnancy 
and the mother cannot produce enough insulin to handle the higher 
blood sugar levels. Although gestational diabetes usually goes away after 
pregnancy, about 60 percent of women who have had gestational 
diabetes eventually develop Type 2 diabetes.  
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Hemoglobin: A substance in red blood cells that contains iron and 
carries oxygen. 
 
Hemorrhoids: Swelling of the blood vessels of the rectum. Caused by 
increased pressure of the growing uterus on the pelvic veins. Can be 
made worse by constipation. Also called piles.  
 
Immunization: Also called shots or vaccination. Process in which a 
substance or a vaccine is injected into the body or swallowed to protect 
against infectious disease that can cause serious illness or even death.  
 
Impetigo: Skin condition usually cause by a bacterial infection. 
Symptoms include pustules that become crusted and break. Spread by 
touching draining sores.  
 
Jaundice: The yellowing of the skin and the whites of the eyes.  
 
Labor: The contractions of a pregnant woman’s uterus that causes the 
cervix to shorten (efface) and open (dilate) to push the baby down into 
the birth canal and out of the mother’s body. 
 
Lactose intolerance: A body’s inability to digest milk. 
 
Lead poisoning: Poisoning that can be caused by breathing in lead 
dust, eating lead paint chips, or drinking water which has been sitting in 
lead pipes for more than a few hours. Lead poisoning can damage 
children’s brains, nerves, and blood and affect their ability to learn. 
Exposure to lead can also harm a pregnant woman’s developing baby.  
 
Lochia: The discharge from the uterus of blood, mucus, and tissue 
during the first weeks following childbirth. The color of this discharge 
gradually changes from red to pink to brown to a yellowish white.  
 
 

Glossary of Terms  
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Trimester: A stage or period of time lasting three months. The 9 
months of a pregnancy are divided into three trimesters. 1-3 months = 
1st trimester; 3-6 months = 2nd trimester; 6-9 months = 3rd 
trimester. 
 
Toxemia (Preeclampsia): A disorder during pregnancy or the  
post-partum period. There is a sudden rise in blood pressure, protein in 
the urine, and swelling (edema), especially of the hands and face.  
 
Ultrasound: A test during pregnancy that uses sound waves to take a 
picture of the fetus. It is also called a sonogram.  
 
Umbilical cord: Cord that connects the fetus’s belly button to the 
placenta. It contains veins and arteries through which the fetus is 
nourished and through which waste products are carried away.  
 
Uterus: Organ located deep inside a woman’s pelvic cavity where the 
fetus grows and is nourished during pregnancy. Also called the womb.  
 
UTI (Urinary tract infection): An infection of the bladder or 
urinary tract. 
 
Vagina (birth canal): The passage from a woman’s uterus to the 
outside of her body through which the baby passes during birth.   
 
Vaginal delivery: The birth of a baby through the birth canal or 
vagina.  
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SIDS (sudden infant death syndrome): The death of an infant 
during sleep from unknown causes.  
 
Sitz bath: A shallow (two to three inch) warm water bath, often 
recommended for women who have just delivered babies to help ease 
discomfort.  
 
Sonogram: A painless test during pregnancy that uses sound waves to 
take a picture of the fetus. It is also called an ultrasound. 
 
Sperm: The male reproductive cells, produced by the testicles and 
ejaculated from the penis in semen.  
 
Spontaneous abortion: A miscarriage, any pregnancy that ends 
spontaneously before the fetus can survive. 
 
Stillbirth: A fetus that is dead before or at delivery.  
 
Stools: Bowel movements. 
 
Sucking reflex: The reflex babies have right after birth that help them 
to find their mother’s breast and begin sucking.  
 
Supplemental feedings: When a baby is fed formula in addition to 
being breastfed.  
 
Swaddle: To wrap a young baby firmly but gently in a blanket. Often 
helps to comfort a fussy baby. 
 
Thrush: A yeast infection. Signs of thrush are white patches that appear 
in a baby’s mouth - on the tongue, the gums, the roof of the mouth, or 
inside the cheeks. The infection is most common in newborn babies. 
Thrush can be painful but is treatable with medicine.  
 

Glossary of Terms  
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Low birthweight: A newborn baby that weighs less than five and  
one-half pounds (2500 grams) at birth.  
 
Mastitis: A breast infection in a lactating woman that occurs when the 
breasts are not regularly emptied of milk. Usually begins with engorged 
breasts or clogged milk ducts. Usually accompanied by fever or flu-like 
feeling.  
 
Meconium: Greenish-black material present in the fetal intestinal tract 
before birth and usually passed during the first days after birth.  
 
Meconium aspiration: The inhaling by the baby of meconium-
stained amniotic fluid. Serious breathing problems may result. 
 
Meconium staining: Refers to amniotic fluid stained with 
meconium. In some instances, meconium stained fluid indicates the 
fetus was in distress before birth.  
 
Miscarriage: Any pregnancy that ends spontaneously before the fetus 
can survive. 
 
Mongolian spots: Dark blue or purple irregular bruise-like areas, 
usually occur on buttocks or lower back of infants whose parents are 
African-American, Asian or Mediterranean. Disappears suddenly, 
usually by four years of age. 
 
Morning sickness: Nausea and/or vomiting felt by some women 
during pregnancy. Usually goes away after the first trimester.  
 
Navel: Belly button.  
 
Neonatal: Newborn children under one month of age.  
 
Neonatal Intensive Care: Specialized technical, individualized 
medical care provided to very sick newborn babies.   
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Non-stress test (NST): A test to check that the baby is doing ok inside 
the mother’s uterus. A fetal monitor is placed on the pregnant woman’s 
abdomen for about 20 minutes. She is asked to push the button every 
time she feels the baby move. The baby’s heart rate is recorded and 
looked at when the baby moves or if the woman has a contraction. The 
test is then read by the doctor.  
 
Ovaries: The female sex glands above the uterus that produce eggs and 
hormones that control female reproduction.  
 
Phototherapy: Treatment of infants with jaundice by exposing them 
to bright lights called bililights.  
 
PKU (Phenylketonuria) test: A required blood test given to babies 
soon after birth to screen them for a rare but serious disorder which 
may cause mental retardation.  
 
Placenta (afterbirth): The organ attached to the wall of the uterus to 
which the umbilical cord is attached. Through the umbilical cord the 
fetus receives food and gets rid of waste.  
 
Placenta abruptio: Premature separation of the placenta from the 
wall of the uterus, usually accompanied by bleeding.  
 
Placenta previa: A condition in which the placenta is abnormally 
positioned over the cervix; can result in bleeding during middle or late 
pregnancy. Cesarean delivery of the baby is often necessary.  
 
Postpartum: The period of time, usually six weeks, after a mother has 
given birth to her baby.  
 
Postpartum depression: The feelings of depression some women 
may have in the first weeks after they have a baby. More serious than the 
“baby blues” and should be treated by a doctor.  

Glossary of Terms  
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Post-term: After 42 weeks gestation. 
 
Preeclampsia (toxemia): A disorder during pregnancy or the  
post-partum period. There is a sudden rise in blood pressure, protein in 
the urine, and swelling (edema), especially of the hands and face.  
 
Premature baby: A baby who is born too early, usually before the 
37th week of pregnancy.  
 
Premature rupture of the membranes: The breaking of the bag of 
water around the fetus before the beginning of labor.  
 
Prenatal care: Health care a woman receives while she is pregnant.  
 
Preterm labor: Labor before the 37th week of pregnancy that can 
result in the birth of a preterm or premature baby.  
 
Reye Syndrome: A rare but serious illness that follows a viral illness 
and is sometimes caused when young children are given aspirin. Because 
of this risk, young children and infants should not be given aspirin for 
any reason.  
 
RhoGAM: Injection given to a mother with Rh negative blood after the 
birth of an Rh positive baby. These injections prevent the mother from 
developing antibodies that could harm a future Rh positive baby.  
 
Semen: Fluid ejaculated or shot from the penis at the time of orgasm. 
This fluid contains sperm—unless a man has had a vasectomy.  
 
Sexually transmitted diseases (STDs): Diseases that are passed 
from one person to another through sexual contact. Sometimes called 
venereal disease.  
 
Siblings: Term used to refer to a person’s brothers and/or sisters. 

 
 


