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Intense schooling linked to myopia
Education systems must change to protect children’s vision
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In a linked article, Mountjoy and colleagues (doi:10.1136/bmj.
k2022) provide compelling evidence that increased education
causes myopia—a matter of sometimes acrimonious controversy
for more than 400 years.1 The authors used the UK Biobank
sample (www.ukbiobank.ac.uk) to perform an elegant
bidirectional mendelian randomisation study, using genetic
variants associated with myopia2 and with years of education.3
The logic of mendelian randomisation is simple. Genetic variants
are inherited largely independently of potentially confounding
variables. Thus, in relation to education and myopia it is possible
to ask, with minimal confounding, whether genetic variants
associated with myopia lead to more years of education or
whether those associated with more education lead to more
myopia. The results strongly favoured the second hypothesis.
Many other lines of evidence support a causal role for
education.4 As societies have developed formal education
systems, the prevalence of myopia has increased from around
1% to as much as 80-90% in young adults.5 Rapid increases in
the prevalence of myopia have been associated with rapid
changes in access to education (in East Asia after the second
world war, and rapidly in China at the end of the cultural
revolution).
In addition, boys from Orthodox Jewish families in Israel receive
intensive religious education and are much more myopic than
their sisters, who receive much less intensive education, and
those who receive secular education.6 These large scale social
changes are similar to non-randomised intervention trials. What
they lack is randomisation—the gap filled by Mountjoy and
colleagues’ study.
It is important to be clear about what this study does not mean.
It does not restore the once dominant idea that myopia is totally
under genetic control; derived from the high concordance and
heritability of refraction in twin studies.7 Nor does it suggest
that years of education is under strong genetic control. In both
cases, the genetic contribution to phenotypic variance is small:
4.32% for myopia and 0.71% for years of education in the
current analysis. The small effect of genes on years of education
is reflected by variation in myopia, but there is plenty of room

for environmental and social factors to have major effects on
myopia, as the evidence suggests.1
Some quantitative aspects of the results may not generalise to
other parts of the world. For example, the observational analysis
suggests that every additional year of education results in −0.18
dioptres more myopia, whereas the mendelian randomisation
analysis suggests a stronger −0.27 dioptres/year. In comparison,
the younger generation in Chinese cities is close to −2.00
dioptres more myopic than their parents.8 But they do not, on
average, have eight or more additional years of education; on
average they have only two or three. What has happened in East
Asia is much more than just increased years of schooling.
As noted by the authors, there has been a trend to increasingly
early onset of myopia in the school years in East Asia.5 This is
probably due to early intense educational pressures such as
homework at preschool level, combined with little time for play
outdoors. As a result, almost 50% of children in East Asia are
now myopic by the end of primary school, compared with less
than 10% in the British ALSPAC study.9 Early onset allows
more time for myopia to progress to high and potentially
pathological myopia, and this is probably the major concern
with the myopia epidemic. Fortunately, prevention of both
myopia onset and progression now seems possible.
The epidemiological evidence, even without this mendelian
randomisation study, was so strong that school based myopia
control began some years ago in East Asia. Increased time
outdoors seems to slow the onset of myopia10 11 and was adopted
for school based control of myopia in Taiwan in 2010. School
based myopia control has an even longer history in mainland
China, although the eye exercises introduced more than 50 years
ago have obviously not prevented an epidemic of myopia.
Fundamental reform of the East Asian schooling systems,
characterised by early onset of educational pressures and
streaming by performance, has not yet been attempted. Instead,
the regular release of the international PISA (programme for
international student assessment) surveys of educational
outcomes (www.oced.org/pisa), with league tables dominated
by the East Asian countries with epidemic levels of myopia,12
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regularly leads to calls for other countries to emulate East Asian
schooling.
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In response, we need to remember that East Asian education
systems have played a major role in producing the current
epidemic of myopia and high myopia, and that these systems
will require substantial change to help protect the vision of
future generations.
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