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Grrr … the Textbook Screwed Up Again!
Carl E. Mungan, United States Naval Academy, Annapolis MD

No textbook is perfect.1 Each one contains a range of errors, from 
minor printing typos all the way up to major conceptual mis-
takes.2–3 In my experience, instructors respond to the presence of 
errors in books in different ways.

Some teachers feel strongly that the existence of errors is a big 
deal and that they are ethically bound to alert students to every 
one of them that occurs in the sections of the textbook they assign 
to students. Such instructors are also likely to grouse loudly about 
the errors to department textbook selection committees, either in 
reference to a particular title or more generally that “all books 
in the field are hopeless” and so they cannot support any of the 
books under consideration.4 Personally I find this attitude to be 
unhelpful. There’s no need to throw the baby out with the bath-
water and condemn the entirety of a text just because it has errors 
in it (unless the kind and number of errors is really egregious). 
Furthermore, while it can be helpful to selectively point out some 
errors to students to prevent them from succumbing to confusion 
or misconceptions, it takes a great deal of class time to do so. The 

students first have to find the page and line in the book that the 
professor is objecting to; then an explanation has to be elaborated 
about exactly what’s wrong5 and why; and finally a correction 
has to be provided and perhaps inserted into the text by all the 
students. If instructors do that often, they should not be surprised 
if students complain in their end-of-course evaluations that “the 
professor knowingly adopted a textbook riddled with errors.” Stu-
dents are also likely to conclude that “if the book has these many 
issues then probably I cannot trust anything in it” and leave the 
course with the impression that physics is a confused and error-
prone subject where even expert authors cannot figure things out.

Partly in reaction to these issues, some faculty respond by not 
adopting any course textbook at all (or ignoring the one the depart-
ment may require all students in a given course to purchase). They 
instead develop and use only their own notes and slides. Now, 
there are many good reasons for writing one’s own material, but it 
would be the height of arrogance to assert that such self-prepared 
items are less error-prone6 than a textbook from a reputable pub-
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lisher that has been illustrated professionally and peer-reviewed7 

by a large number of proofreaders and class testers. In addition, I 
would strongly discourage most faculty from investing the sub-
stantial time it would take to prepare all of their own materials 
from scratch. Yes, by all means, develop some of your own sup-
plements such as worksheets, and edit slides obtained from others 
to suit your classroom needs. But I do not recommend attempting 
to write a whole course worth of stuff entirely on your own!

I advocate for a middle ground—that of adopting a textbook, ori-
enting one’s course syllabus around that book, and not getting 
bent out of shape by the errors in it. Fortunately this approach 
remains a common way that physics courses are taught today, and 
I believe most instructors are making a good choice in doing so. I 
have a few additional thoughts. Recommending (or worse, requir-
ing) other textbooks beyond a single primary one is seldom fruit-
ful. Books are expensive and it already is asking a lot of students 
to read one carefully. Perhaps in an upper-level honors seminar 
it might be appropriate to recommend some books that motivat-
ed students might want to add to their library, but not in every 
course. I also suggest the book should be an officially published 
one (self-publishing is probably okay) rather than a photocopied 
set of notes which lacks an index and cannot be cited. I occasion-
ally had professors use such bound notes in classes when I was 
a student, and I must say I remember little from those notes and 
never find it easy to look back at them to find things. At the same 
time, while sticking to one text per course, I usually like to change 
books when I teach a course the next time. I understand that many 
instructors object that there is a substantial preparation time in-
vested in reading a book, understanding its electronic homework 
system, preparing notes and slides that tie directly to the text, and 
the like. But on the other hand, there are many benefits to chang-
ing textbook. You become exposed to alternative ways of pre-
senting a topic. You remember what it’s like for students who are 
trying to keep up with new text readings and homework assign-
ments. But maybe most importantly, I think it’s less boring as a 
teacher to dive into a new book rather than rehashing all the stuff 
you did last time. Plus it models an approach of lifelong learning 
for students, demonstrating that we instructors humbly admit we 
need to keep fresh in a subject. Unless we teachers are reading a 
textbook daily, why should we expect students8 to do so?

Finally, what can we educators do about textbook errors? First, as 
we read texts, we can make notes and corrections in the margins. 
Encourage students to do likewise. We can gradually improve our 
teaching, they can improve their learning, and we can all grow in 
our understanding. Such marginal notes need not be shared with 
anyone else to be beneficial. Second, one could develop activities 
and discussions specifically geared toward analyzing and correct-
ing selected textbook errors in class.9 Although I have not tried 
to make some kind of class game or competition out of it, that 
does seem a potentially fun way to teach students to maintain a 
discerning attitude toward texts. Third, faculty can write articles 
in educational journals that encourage alternative ways to think 
about and explore a topic. Disparaging letters to authors and pub-
lishers about errors in their books are less effective than positively 

presenting new and better ways to teach things. Fourth, if a home-
work or example problem that is directly relevant to the course 
has a significant error in it, by all means it should be pointed out to 
students. I suggest doing so in an email (rather than wasting class 
time in oral remarks that will probably go in one ear and out the 
other) or, better yet, directly in the homework instructions. But do 
so concisely, clearly, and unapologetically. Avoid criticizing text-
books by name around students or colleagues—it just makes one 
look like an irascible complainer. Fifth, don’t become obsessed 
by a vain attempt to never say anything wrong in class. It leads to 
a cautious and boring teaching style in which every statement is 
qualified. Enjoy your chance to make bold pronouncements now 
and then! Remember that learning is a spiral process and that stu-
dents are not going to be damaged by a few mistakes. They are 
unlikely to remember any of those details you belabored to get 
“just right.” In the end, just as you can identify errors by thought-
ful reading, so students are not doomed to permanent ignorance 
by them, provided we don’t just hand them fish but instead teach 
them to fish.

Carl Mungan is completing his 24th consecutive year of teach-
ing undergraduate physics courses. Although he enjoys thinking 
about, reading, and writing (short) pieces related to physics edu-
cation, he has not to date seriously entertained the notion of writ-
ing a textbook. He believes that that job is reserved for educators 
who are specially gifted and dedicated to doing so and it should 
not be the ambition of most physics faculty.
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