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Abstract  

Adult education with its laudable programme is the light that brings 
about liberation from the darkness of poverty. Nigeria is a nation 
endowed with vast human, material and natural resources; yet labeled 
as one of the poorest countries in the world. This paper examined adult 
functional literacy as a sure way to reduce poverty from Nigeria. The 
concepts of adult education, functional literacy and poverty were 
highlighted. Nigerian efforts to reduce poverty, the causes of poverty 
and the challenges that adult education programmed experiences were 
also examined. The previous efforts failed because the youths and adults 
were not trained to function effectively in their areas of endeavour. 
Therefore the following recommendations were proffered for effective 
implementation of adult functional literacy for the reduction of poverty 
in Nigeria: Leaders should be advised not to destroy their predecessors’ 
programmes but should continue where they stopped; every leader 
should ensure that his poverty reduction programmes are counteracted 
to genuine contractors and sponsored  properly etc.  

 
 

Poverty which has been defined by different individuals, and groups based on 
different perspective has overtime been an issue of concern to everyone and everywhere 
in the world. This is why poverty is rated top on the list of programmes or issues that 
Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) needs to tackle. This concern made nations 
and individual organizations all over the world to seek for solution. On this note also the 
United Nations (UN) social summit in Copenhagen, Denmark 1992 and many others 
declared several years as the international year for the eradication of poverty (Anger 
2010).   
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So many people have misunderstood and misinterpreted adult education; that is 
why it is necessary to enlighten the people on what adult education is its importance and 
its great intentions to better the lives of people.  

This will enable them (Youths and adults) make good use of its (adult 
education) numerous forms and programmes to liberate themselves, (through adult 
functional literacy) from the bite of poverty which acts as epidemic among nations.  

Adult education, through its numerous programmes like adult functional literacy 
among others have played its part to bring both youths and adults out of the shackles of 
poverty into an improved standard of living. Adult education provides knowledge, skills, 
attitudes and values for the adults to enable them receive the awareness of who they are, 
where they are and what they can do to improve their lives. The essence functional 
literacy is to stir up interest in the adult to improve their living by learning to read, write 
and compute numbers by this they would be able to function effectively in their areas of 
endeavour.  

This has been recognized as a way of creating avenue for improvement and 
reduction of poverty among the individuals, groups and the society at large. Nigeria is a 
nation endowed with natural and agricultural resources, yet it has been labeled along 
side with other countries in Africa as one of the poorest in world; respective of their 
poverty reduction programmes employed. The adoption of adult functional literacy 
along side with other non-formal programmes of adult education would go a long way to 
bring about reduction on the level of poverty outlined in Nigeria; though there may be 
some bottle necks. 
 
Adult Functional Literacy 
 Adult Functional Literacy is an educational activity carried out by adults in 
order to help them perform their activities more effectively, skillfully and confidently. It 
is a planned programme where the learner combines literacy meaningfully with all the 
activities they undertake socially, economically etc Ntia 1990 cited in Ntia 2002). 
 UNESCO (1976) regards functional literacy as a way of preparing man for civil, 
social and economic roles that go far beyond the limits of  rudimentary training 
consisting merely  in the teaching of reading and writing. It is the process of   acquiring 
information that can immediately be used to increase living standard, increase 
productivity and greater participation in civic life and better understanding of the 
surrounding world, and ultimately open the way to basic human culture. Adult 
functional literacy is about providing information that would provide or contribute to 
improvement in the standard of living of the poor. For this to be met, functional literacy 
would be geared towards liberating man from the shackles of ignorance and dependency 
(Anyanwu, 2011).    
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Adult Education 
 UNESCO, (1972) cited in Ochoma, (2010) defined adult education as  
 

“the entire body of organized  educational process, whatever the content, level 
and method, whether form, or otherwise  whether they prolong or replace 
initial education in schools colleges and universities as well as apprenticeship, 
whereby persons regard as adult by the society which they belong develops 
their technical or professional qualifications or turn in new direction and bring 
about changes in their attitude or bring a behaviour in two fold perspective of 
full personal development and participation in balanced and independent, 
social  economic and  cultural development.  

 
 Adult education here is seen as a vehicle that brings about all round 
development. This is to prove that the knowledge of adult education no matter the 
method or form, one would no more dwell in the darkness that poverty relegates one 
into.  
 Federal Republic of Nigeria (FRM, 2004:5) sees adult education as that which 
provides functional literacy, remedial, continuing, vocational, aesthetic, cultural and 
civil education for youths and adults outsides the formal school system. This is to enable 
youths and adults acquire skills, attitudes, bebaviour that would make them become 
useful to themselves and the society at large.  
 Functional literacy stirs up interest in the development of an individual 
educationally, socio-economically, politically, socio-cultural and otherwise Mcarthur, 
(1998). A farmer who is trained on functional literacy would improve in his efficiency, 
increase his productivity and thereby perform better to greater achievement in his works 
and activities. This is one of the roles of adult education in the area of human, economic 
and social development. This is why personnel department of ministries and companies 
have to send their new employed staff for orientation course to enable them acquire 
functional literacy that will enable them function effectively in their areas of duties. 
 
Functionality of Adult Education  
  Adult everywhere can be made functional through empowerment education 
which is “adult education” just like one would say every child is gifted only if he/she 
can be noticed and nurtured by some forms of love, care and understanding. It is high 
time we begin to identify what an individual adult needs and help him out to be 
profitable to themselves and his society. A society which neglects the empowerment of 
the adults will lose the powerful wisdom of the adults which could form the basic 
foundation for the nation’s development; example can be seen in retiring all the old 
workers in an establishment and recruiting virtually new ones in which case there be no 
one to learn from.  
 The focus of adult education is to impart knowledge and skills to the adults to 
facilitate conditions for the provision of adult functional literacy programme. It is 
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designed to enable adults read and write in order to a acquire knowledge and skills in 
agriculture, health, civic education, cultural education etc. Adult education is a life skill-
based, work-oriented and community based. It is at all levels an essential ingredients 
both to compensate for earlier educational inadequacies and to empower people with the 
necessary knowledge, understanding and skills for sustainable participation in a 
constantly changing world Ntia (2002).  
 
 The investment in adult education in so many areas of endeavour will reduce the 
essence of poor health, low, skills and lack of participation in the society and the 
economy. Above other types of education seen as powerful weapons which can be used 
to change a nation, adult education whether formal, non-formal, informal, full time, part 
time, continuing, lifelong etc. plays a vital role in bringing a change into the attitude, 
concept, behaviour, knowledge etc of the people. The acquisition of such knowledge 
motivates both youths and adults to make a better living standard within themselves 
which is capable of kicking poverty out of their lives. Adult education has the power to 
bring about poverty reduction as its knowledge discard old values, attitudes and beliefs 
that has led to poverty. It has the power through its various programmes to transform 
and equip the adults with attitudes/behaviours capable of making his/her life useful, 
comfortable and  favourable  and  also gives them the ability to translate community 
problems to educational needs etc.  
 
  Considering, its importance in the perspective of lifelong education, it could be 
seen that through education, an individual who keeps learning would certainly overcome 
poverty because he will go in line with the strategies that (“Etuk and Ekpo” 2008) seek 
to employ in order to curb the widespread poverty in Nigeria such as re-designing 
education programme to accommodate entrepreneurship education, computer education, 
non-formal agricultural extension education etc.  
 In a bid to fight or reduce poverty among youths and adults, the introduction of 
entrepreneurship education, ICT and computer education through non-formal education 
either organized by individuals or groups or even governmental bodies like the National 
Directorate of Employment (NDE) to enable them become self employed and self-
reliant will help them to meet the manpower needs of the society.  
 Another bid to help youths and adults help themselves is to, organize some 
innovations in agricultural products such as raising nurseries for aforestation, 
regenerating, protecting and managing forest resources so as to bring income, preserve 
the forest against the use of fire wood from the forest trees, snail farming for 
consumption and for commercial purpose and for increased crop yield. Such education 
that will give them insight into various aspects of animal husbandry and how to plant 
crops for better yield will help to reduce poverty from among the citizens.  
 A proof of evidence about some great emphasis on skill acquisition, fish and 
snail farming and the use of agricultural extension services which has been useful  in  
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dissemination of useful information about agricultural extension skills, creating 
awareness and arousing interest  of the citizens like in Akwa Ibom state where this has 
helped the  acquisition of skills to cultivate “afang” a vegetable used as delicacy in the 
state and  beyond; a vegetable originally obtained from the wild forest only. This is 
identified as the product of agricultural extension which is the voluntary out- of-school 
educational program which uses the basic principles of teaching and learning to teach 
rural and urban clientele and to improve their knowledge, skills, attitudes and their 
livelihood Asiabaka (2002) cited in Etuk and Ekpo (2008).  
 
Poverty  
 Poverty is what happens when people are financially handicapped and cannot 
afford to live and sustain a comfortable livelihood. It could also mean human 
underdevelopment, socio-political isolation, ill-health, absence of functional capability, 
vulnerability, unsustainable livelihood, absence of basic needs and relative deprivation. 
Poverty is a condition of being poor, lack of something or quality. This is why a person 
or a country that is surrounded  by a particular wealth but because she does not utilize or   
know the importance of what she has, she lives in lack of such thing or uses just a little 
quantity of it; such  country  is  said to be in a state of poverty. Example is the state 
where Nigeria as a nation is, it has a wealth of oil and gas, and other natural and 
agricultural resources yet her citizens cannot boast of putting food on their tables 
(Anger, 2010). An average Nigerian through the attack of poverty is living below (one 
dollar) poverty line; for stance Nigeria is rated as one of the poorest countries of the 
world irrespective of her abundant human and material resources.  
 
 Poverty as a term in Nigeria is not new or unpopular. It can be spelt by 
everyone, even the smallest or youngest child. This is because everyone has a pinch of it 
at any level. A lot of people in Nigeria rise up against poverty but become defeated at 
some point without a referee. This can be seen in revelation of Obadan and Odusola 
(2001) cited in Anger (2010) who disclosed that the per-capita income of Nigerians 
slipped from a high of over 1280 dollars in 1980 to a low dollar in 1995. 
 Available statistics indicate that life has become very dangerous for the average 
Nigerian as each person experience serious heat in the face of a suffocating heat of 
poverty. Anger (2010) in his sympathy for Nigerian citizens opined that the country’s 
situation has become more pathetic especially when compared to other less endowed 
developing countries in African and other parts of the third word. To buttress this with 
example Kayode and Odusola (2010) show that the Nigeria per capital income of  
($240) in 1990 was below the average of over ($500) for sub- Saharan Africa., The 
figure for Nigeria was well below those for Botswana ($3210), Cote d’ Voire ($6600), 
Egypt ($1,080) south Africa ($3,500). Mauritius ($3,710).  
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  Edoh (2003) affirms that Nigeria is even rated in terms of percentage of 
population, earning less than one dollar per day for randomly selected years. A careful 
look at the income of the workers in the public service proves that the extent of poverty 
in the nation has become even more alarming. This state of poverty has necitated most 
of the corrupt practices, noted in the country’s public service. The rate of poverty  in 
Nigeria is so glaring that vision 2010 committee reports reveals that:  

1. 50% of  Nigerians live below poverty line  
2. Only about 40% of Nigerians have access to safe drinking  water  
3. About 85% of urban population lives in single houses with more than seven 

occupants on the average.  
4. Only about 62% of Nigerian have access to primary health care  
5. Most Nigerians take less than one third of the minimum required protein and 

vitamins (Report committee cited in Anger 2010).  
 United National (2001) and OXFAM, (2003) reported that poverty in Nigeria, a 
country with a population over 140 million people face unbearable state of poverty with 
such scourge that is seen in the rising tendency which has continued for decade still 
indicating that Nigeria is ranked among the poorest countries in the world. The report 
analysis proves clearly that Nigerians are indeed very poor, no matter what criteria its 
poverty is measured with. This is because despite the natural and agricultural resources 
and laudable poverty reduction programmes like Family Economic Advancement 
Programme (FEAP), National Poverty Eradication Programme (NAPEP) etc employed, 
it has failed to improve the living standards of its citizens  
 
Causes of Poverty  
 Poverty has been caused by various factors such as: 
 

1. Corruption and embezzlement  
2. Poor leadership style  
3. Lack of comprehensive  national poverty alleviation  
4. Lack of sound agricultural policy and  protracted neglect of the sector   
5. Lack of basic infrastructures  
6. Rapid population growth  
7. Excessive, internal and external debt burden  
8. Lack of the basic education and skills needed to harness and benefit from the 

resources around them (Edoh 2003). The above listed factors worsen issues of 
poverty among the people. The  

 
The Benefits of Adult Education  
 Adult education, a powerful wheel, community-based and participatory-oriented 
form of education is a WILL POWER that can tow the people along as it prepares to 
liberate them from the shackles of poverty, enlighten and brings them to the awareness 
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of a lot of potentials every individual can employ within himself and from others; such 
potentials like computer wizardry which is able to transform one’s life as there are a lot 
to learn from it through non-formal education: vocational, technical, functional 
programmes. Like the use of improve seedlings for improve living, home management 
like interior and exterior decoration etc. If youths and adults could only be guided to 
discover their potentials through awareness creation from adult education programmes, 
the level of poverty in Nigeria will reduce to the barest minimum. It is one thing to learn 
and graduate and another is to be empowered by the government so that the trainees 
procure materials and equipments to continue the practice which in turn will create 
employment among youths and adults, thereby reducing the rate of poverty labeled. 
Adult education programme provide skills knowledge and attitudes such that would 
discourage laziness, lousiness and encourage self- help projects, community help 
projects etc which get everyone involved in making himself useful. It is considered as 
education for the less privileged in the society or for those who could not cope with 
academic pursuit as decried by Okala (1993) cited in Okala (2008). In support to this cry 
the government is called upon to support the activities of adult education through its 
non-formal programmes (vocational training or skills acquisition) as to enable both 
youth and adults become self-reliant. This will go in line with what the nation is 
advocating today about functional education; a system where everyone is expected to 
have a craft or trade to enable him take care of his living without lazing around waiting 
for white collect job or company (rig) job. 
 Adult education with its laudable programmes would work tirelessly with 
people who have understanding hearts about what dividends adult education would 
produce. Though there may be bottle necks, political will and the like. 
 
Powers Against Poverty Reduction in Nigeria  
 Despite the laudable intentions and programmes planned to reduce the level of 
poverty in Nigeria such as Operation Feed the Nation (OFN) 1970, Green Revolution  
1980, Directorate of food, Road and Rural infrastructure (DEFFRI), National  
Directorate of Employment (NDE), Better Life For Rural Women Programme (BLP), 
School To-Land, People’s  Bank of Nigeria (PBN), Family Support Programme (FSP), 
Family Economic Advancement  Porgramme (FEAP), Oil Mineral Producing Areas 
Development Commission (ONPADEC), Poverty Alleviation Programme (PAP) 2009 
and Niger Delta Development Commissions (NDDC) among others; very many factors 
militated against them. These hindrances can be blamed on factors like conflict, bad 
policies, low capital outlay, weak institutions among other things (Elechi & Agi, 2008).  
 Conflicts can be seen among leaders which makes  leader as soon as he/she 
comes to power demolish or destroy his/her predecessors programme no matters how 
young meaningful and successful the programme on ground was getting on. It may be 
those to whom the programme was contracted to, the one who was expected to empower 
such programme would let it die because he/she was not the initiator. It may be in such a 
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case where the people at the helm of affairs usurp the whole power of the programme to 
themselves not minding who the target audiences were. Example is the Better Life for 
Rural Women which automatically became Better Life for Royal Women with a little to 
rob at the side of the mouth of the rural women. Sometimes policies are made and its 
usefulness is not outlined.  
 
Conclusion  
 Looking through this paper, we could find that poverty is a disease that we 
should dread so much and not allow to eat us up. This is because having discovered 
what poverty look like, what the causes are, the efforts Nigeria as a nation has put into 
the reduction of poverty and the place of adult education in poverty reduction in Nigeria, 
we need to support the activities and forms of adult education which have been proven 
as antidote to successful reduction of poverty in Nigeria. We need to guide the youths 
and adults to help themselves out of poverty.  
 
Recommendations  
 The following recommendations were preferred for the successful reduction of 
poverty in Nigeria:  

1) Leaders should be advised not to destroy their predecessor’s programmes but 
should continue where they stopped. This will save cost, yield better result and 
encourage continuity.  

2) Every leader should ensure that his/her poverty reduction programmes are 
contracted to genuine  contractors, sponsored properly instead of leaving 
projects and debt to be inherited by their successors.  

3) Poverty reduction programmes should be directed to the appropriate target 
audience and the proceeds not diverted from the  “vulnerable” to the “Royals”.    

4) The policy of poverty reduction programmes should be well planned and 
outlined for effective implementation.  

5) There should be proper monitoring and evaluation of poverty reduction 
programme in Nigeria to avoid abandonment and diversion of funds among 
other things. 
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