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CORRESPONDENCE

Comment on: are school textbooks misleading?
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To the Editor:

I read with interest the article on the topic by Wood and
Corbett [1].

One cannot argue about the question posed in the
introduction section “whether errors in school textbooks
should be corrected”. Providing accurate information on
any subject should be an endeavour in any walk of life. The
misleading anatomy of the conjunctiva covering the cornea
[1] is deeply entrenched among medical students. As a
teacher of undergraduate medical students, I have seen over
the last decade that as a recurring theme amongst 4th year
students during their 1-week placement in ophthalmology.

With the majority of medical schools in the UK providing
a PBL (problem based learning) curriculum replacing the
traditional teaching of anatomy in the preclinical years, one
may assume this factual error probably stems from teaching
in high school. This lack in understanding of the basic
anatomy of the eye may continue even after graduation, as
exposure to ophthalmology during medical school in the UK
can range from “some “to “none at all” [2].

Few weeks back to my consternation, when questioned
about the source of error one of the medical students
directed me to a medical textbook [3] widely followed for
studying and revising for their exams. The same mistake of
the conjunctiva covering the cornea was depicted in the text.
For undergraduates’ taking up non-ophthalmic specialties,
this lack of understanding may not be critical. However, this
may not be the case if they take up general practice as a
vocation, as they are bound to encounter patients with eye
conditions. A serious infection of the cornea can be mis-
takenly diagnosed as conjunctivitis.

The act of “omission and commission” galore in equal
measures in school textbooks. Whereas Edexcel 3 (Fig. 1)
board has erred in showing the conjunctiva over the cornea
[4], AQA4 GCSE (Fig. 2) biology board seems to have
gotten this fact right. However, they have completely
omitted in naming the vitreous cavity, the largest con-
stituent of the eyeball [5]. In the past, the vitreous cavity
was often erroneously called the posterior chamber as

Fig. 1 Anatomy of the eye. Incorrectly depicting the conjunctiva
covering the cornea.

Fig. 2 Anatomy of the eye. Correctly depicting the various structures
of the eyeball but not anotating the vitreous cavity at all.
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opposed to the space between the Iris and the lens. Yet this
is another source of misconception amongst undergraduate
medical students. This error seems to have been corrected
somewhat partly over the years in so far as some naming it
correctly, whereas others have committed to avoid anno-
tating the vitreous cavity altogether. The AQA GCSE
biology board has also used a non-existent and not com-
monly accepted term for the pupillary reflex as IRIS reflex
further adding to the confusion.

The onus of responsibility rests with editors entrusted
with writing course material in the textbook. They should
seek the help of professional bodies if they are unsure of the
factual information. It is heartening to know that the pub-
lishers and examination board has agreed to work on the
suggestion provided by the authors. Alternatively, the
RCOpth should approach the various school boards, and
provide them with guidance to the editors whilst writing the
section on eye-related matters.
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