‘Let there be light.’  Children, night time and night lights
Mary Boulton
Oxford Brookes University

In this paper I will present the findings of a pilot study of bedroom lighting at night amongst pre-school children in an inner London borough.  The study was conducted in collaboration with a vision scientist (Merrick Mosley) in response to a paper in Nature which linked high rates of myopia amongst school children to ambient light exposure during sleep at night in their first two years of life (Quinn et al, 1999).  

The Nature paper provoked a flurry of activity amongst neuroscientists and medical researchers around the world who sought to replicate its findings or simply to dispute the conclusions that ‘it seems prudent that infants and young children sleep at night without artificial lighting in the bedroom.’  From the perspective of a social scientist, the paper was equally intriguing but raised a quite different set of questions.  What was the intention or purpose of having light in the child’s bedroom at night?  Who decided whether a room was lit and was this contentious?  Was the mode of lighting assumed or negotiated?  Did this vary amongst social groups and why?  Were health professionals and parents of young children aware of research linking light at night to myopia and what did they make of it?  What else shaped attitudes and behaviour in relation to light at night?
While a good deal of research has now been conducted on children’s sleeping patterns and problems, on sleeping arrangements and on bed-time and settling rituals, very little of this research has considered the question of ambient lighting.  I will briefly review the academic literature (medical, psychological, anthropological and sociological) and the child-rearing advice literature to summarise what we know about bedtime practices in relation to lights at night in different countries at the turn of the 21st century.  

I will conclude by outlining a framework for investigating family life and parent-child relations through a focus on the management of light and darkness at night and how this changes as children grow older.
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