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Chapter 4: Interpretation of Prescriptions and Medication Orders

Objectives

✓ Demonstrate an understanding of the format and components of a typical 

prescription.

✓ Demonstrate an understanding of the format and components of a typical 

institutional medication order.

✓ Interpret correctly standard abbreviations and symbols used on prescriptions 

and medication orders.

✓ Differentiate between patient compliance and noncompliance and apply 

calculations to determine compliancy.

Prescription: an order for medication issued by a physician, dentist, or other 

properly licensed medical practitioner. A prescription designates a specific 

medication and dosage to be prepared by a pharmacist and administered to a 

particular patient

1) Prescriber information and signature

2) Patient information

3) Date prescription was written

4) ℞ symbol (the Superscription), meaning

‘‘take thou,’’ ,‘‘you take,’’ or ‘‘recipe’’

5) Medication prescribed (the Inscription)

6) Dispensing instructions to the pharmacist 

(the Subscription)

7) Directions to the patient (the Signa)

8) Special instructions
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Prescriptions can be for

for a prefabricated product: not requiring compounding or admixture by the 

pharmacist

requiring compounding. The extemporaneous compounding of prescriptions is an 

activity for which pharmacists are uniquely qualified by virtue of their education

Prescriptions for compounding medications may include compounding a liquid 

medication, capsule, powder, creams, and other dosage forms eligible for 

extemporaneous compounding

A prescription may be written using: 

Brand or trademark: Lipitor

Generic: chemical or nonproprietary, Atorvastatin 

A prescription may be typed or hand-written

Medication order: used for hospital settings 

Some medications have special forms

Some specialized healthcare institutions have different forms depending on their 

requirements

E-prescribing/E-prescriptions

Advantages traditional paper prescriptions are

✓ Reduced errors due to prescription legibility

✓ Concurrent software screens for drug interactions

✓ Reduced incidence of altered or forged prescriptions

✓ Efficiency for both prescriber and pharmacist

✓ Convenience to the patient, whose prescription would likely be ready for pick-

up upon arrival at the pharmacy



Military time

Its use provides an unambiguous 

expression of time.

In health care institutions, military time 

may be used to record the time of a

patient’s admission, when a medication 

was administered, the time of surgery, and 

so forth

SI (International System) metric units of weight and measurement vs the

apothecaries’ system may be use

you don’t need to memorize the conversations but you should able to use the

tables when

needed
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The roman numbers

Use of abbreviations in prescriptions and medication orders

• Standard abbreviations set to help reduce medication errors

• Used to write dispensing or compounding instructions for the pharmacist 

(subscription) or instructions for the patient (Signa)

• It is highly recommended to avoid using any abbreviations 

For the purposes of this course, you need to know

✓ Prescription filling directions

✓ Quantity and measurements

✓ Signa/patient instructions

✓ Routs of administration

✓ Dosage forms/vehicles
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Use of abbreviations in prescriptions and medication orders

In the prescription Meaning

M. ft. ung.

Ft. sup. no xii

M. ft. cap. d.t.d. no. xxiv

Caps. i. q.i.d. p.c. et h.s.

gtt. ii rt.eye every a.m

tab. ii stat tab. 1 q. 6 h. 7 d

Recommendations to minimize medication errors

✓ 

4 mg 4.0 mg

0.2 mg .2 mg

10 mg 10mg (leave space between number and unit)

100 mg 0.1 g

Phenobarbital PB (use full name of the drug)

G Gm or gm (use USP designation for units)

100 unit 100 u (might be read as 1000)

International Unit IU might be read as IV (intravenous)



Right eye o.d (can be read as a.d which means right ear

Every day, four times
a day, every other day

q.d , q.i.d, q.o.d (these three abbreviations can 
be misinterpreted

mg/kg/day mg/kg/d (d can be misinterpreted as dose)

Swallow 1 capsule 
with water in the 
morning

Take 1 cap am

Use capital letters for drugs with similar spellings: DIGoxin and DESoxyn
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Medication scheduling and patient compliance

Medication scheduling may be defined as the frequency (i.e., times per day) and

duration (i.e., length of treatment) of a drug’s prescribed or recommended use.

Patient compliance: patient understanding and adherence to the directions for use.

Compliance includes

taking medication at the desired strength

in the proper dosage form

at the appropriate time of day and night

at the proper interval for the duration of the treatment

with proper regard to food and drink and consideration of other 

concomitant medications

Patient noncompliance: failure to comply with a practitioner’s or labeled direction in the

self-administration of any medication.

Noncompliance may involve underdosage or overdosage

inconsistent or sporadic dosing 

incorrect duration of treatment

drug abuse or misadventuring with medications

• Prescription is for 90 tablets (XC means: 100 (C) – 10 (X) = 90)

• Patient should come back for refill in about 90 days or 3 months which is around 

July 15
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• If in the previous example, the patient came back for refill on August 1st, calculate

% compliance rate

• Keep in mind that true compliance might be slightly different in the patient has 

remaining medication from previous refills or other sources

Problem 4: (a) if a 10-ml vial of insulin contains 100 units of insulin per milliliter, and a 

patient is to be administered 20 units daily, how many days will the product last the 

patient?

Total amount of insulin = 10 ml X 100 unit/ml = 1000 unit 

20 units 1 day

1000 unit ? Day

? = (1000 unit X 1 day / 20 unit)= 50 day

(b) If the patient returned to the pharmacy in exactly 7 weeks for another vial of insulin, 

was the patient compliant as indicated by the percent compliance rate?

7 weeks = 49 days < # of days supply 

Patient is compliant

Problem 5: a prescription to be taken as follows: 1 tab qid, the first day, 1 tab tid, the 

second day, 1 tab bid X 5d; and 1 tab q.d thereafter. How many tablets should be 

dispensed to equal a 30-day supply?
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Thank You


