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Abstract  

This research letter aims to alert various stakeholders in the academic, education, publishing, 

and other related sectors in Africa to the growing media reports on errors in published books 

across the continent and the need to begin to address the growing challenge. Embarrassing 

reports of extensive errors in already distributed textbooks and scholarly books are now 

frequently reported in national newspapers and the social media, and no discipline is spared. 

This letter calls on the various stakeholders and actors (authors, content editors, copy editors, 

reviewers, publishers and approving authorities) and publishing firms to rise up to the 

discharge of their individual and collective expert, professional and social responsibilities to 

ensure quality control in book production and publishing processes. It also calls for debate 

and research to understand the problem and proffer remedies. 
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Errors, especially errors of facts, are serious pollutants in publications. They pollute accurate 

facts with inaccuracies and sometimes convey outright fallacies, thereby diminishing the 

meaning, trust in and value of the facts. Such errors also do great damage to the reading and 

learning experiences of the various audiences to which the publications are targeted. Recent 

concerns about publishing offences seem to emphasise plagiarism, piracy and predatory 

practices and hardly mention mediocre and culpable gatekeeping as a problem. Yet, in recent 

times, the mass media have been awash with stories of errors in published books, including  

textbooks and scholarly works, in many developed and developing countries (Igadwah, 2018).  

       In Nigeria, numerous errors of fact and anti-cultural contents have been accommodated in 

secondary school textbooks to the extent that parents, associations and even the National 

Assembly had to intervene (Ojetunde, 2013; Tijani, 2017; This Day, 2017). In South Africa, it 

was reported that little attention was given to the poor quality of error-marred textbooks which 

teachers were required to work with (Evaluation Office, 2013). A media survey of publishing 

in Ghana indicates that approved books were profuse with factual and grammatical errors 

(Ampadu, Ceesay and Green, 2018). In Kenya, the errors spotted in several approved textbooks 

were so many but the authorities could not contemplate a reprint because of the cost 

implications (Odour, 2018). Tanzanian authorities also had to contend with numerous errors in 

school textbooks according to a newspaper report which declared:  
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Our children have been studying using badly written books, distributed by 

no lesser institution than the Tanzania Institute of Education (TIE)! Yes, it 

emerged from Parliament--and the education minister admitted it--that TIE 

has been dispensing textbooks that are full of mistakes (The Citizen, 2017). 

        

       Developed and developing economies outside Africa are not immune to such errors. In the 

United Kingdom, a survey of 51 texts showed a mean level of one earth science error or 

misconception per page (King, 2010). In the United States of America, a study reported a very 

large number of errors in approved textbooks, many irrelevant photographs, complicated 

illustrations, experiments that could not possibly work, and diagrams and drawings that 

represented impossible situations (Davenport, 2001). In Canada, a report stated that some 

approved textbooks were filled with errors and omissions (Lowson and Alphonso, 2018). 

Indian textbooks for 2015 academic session were full of typographical errors, had many blank 

pages and were bound poorly, causing great difficulty in learning, according to reports 

(Khawaja, 2015). A study found more than 16,000 mistakes in Israel’s approved school books 

(Khoury, 2011) while government-funded publications in Mexico were riddled with 

misspellings, errors of grammar and punctuation, and at least one city located in the wrong 

state. Bangladesh authorities queried some publishers in 2017 for errors in government-funded 

school textbooks (Malik, 2017).  

       These are very few selected cases from numerous reports already in public domain, which 

also cut across disciplines, affect all tiers of the education sector, and call to question not only 

various gatekeeping processes (authoring, content editing, copy editing, proofreading 

practices, peer review processes), but also the approval processes of textbook funding and 

adopting agencies. Besides the financial cost of reprinting error-ruined publications, the huge 

impacts of uncorrected errors on learning, teaching and human capital development are too 

many to contemplate. The widespread nature of this phenomenon calls for a serious 

interrogation of people, processes and practices in the book publishing chains. In some 

instances, the errors have been blamed on newly introduced and poorly mastered digital 

workflows, incompetent editors or compromised approval procedures. The usual claim that 

publishers in developing countries lack technological facilities to compete with other regions 

of the world is no longer tenable with regard to mustering the editorial competence to publish 

textbooks, neither should the blame be placed on digital workflows actually designed to 

improve publishing outcomes. This is not a time to put up defences for developing countries 

because what is required for proper editing is human capital, which they should be able to 

produce from their numerous universities. It is rather a time to wake up to various professional 

and social responsibilities for the various stakeholders in book publishing in developing 

countries.  

       This write up, therefore, is a wake-up call for members of the academic community, who 

often serve as authors, copy editors, content editors, peer reviewers and consultants to 

publishers and adopting or approving agencies. There is need for debate, research and remedies 

on the problem of errors in textbook and scholarly publications, particularly in African 

countries. Conversations can actually begin with some national and international conferences 

followed by researches and recommendations on remedies focusing on the following and other 

related issues and topics: 

o Caveat Emptor: should today’s published books be read at reader’s risk? 

o Should editing errors be considered publishing lapses or offences? 

o Between the author and the technical reviewer: who is to blame for errors? 

o What organizational, technical, process flow and human factors affect editing and 

proofreading processes in publishing houses? 

o What are the nature, kinds and extent of errors in the published textbooks and scholarly 

books in various African countries? 

o Why is there increasing spate of errors in the published books?  
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o What are the contributory roles of the various gatekeeping functions and actors – 

authors, content editors, copy editors, reviewers, publishers and approving authorities 

– in the errors? 

o Should we re-examine the role of approving authorities in the publishing process? 

o Applying gatekeeping theory to digital workflows: what are the prospects and 

challenges? 
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