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Abstract 

Montage of horror, Mosaic of Misery, people trudging that endless treadmill 
of struggle and futility. The wonderer’s song is their signature tune, 
nostalgia their companion. The problem is nothing but poverty (Oluwole, 
1998). This paper discusses poverty eradication and national development. 
It defines poverty, causes and consequences of poverty, how to eradicate 
poverty, health education and national development. The health of 
individual members of a society is paramount for its overall national growth 
and development. For someone to live healthy, he/she must have the basic 
knowledge of health. Such health knowledge erases in the mind of citizens, 
superstition and negative behaviours that are injurious to health. Health 
education in schools provides health ideas that prepare children and 
adolescents for healthy living. The teaching of health education in schools 
provides solid foundation for the development of a healthy citizenry, without 
which success in productivity, growth and development cannot be achieved. 
Health education is seen as sine qua non for a healthy nation and 
consequently for national development. Conclusions are drawn.  

        
 Certainly one of the dismal factors about the global system today is that so 
many people are poor and starving (Lewis, 1966). Indeed, the poverty of the two-
thirds of the world’s population who live in the developing countries has been rightly 
called “the problem of problems” (Elton, 1997). Poverty was one of the outstanding 
problems that confronted Tudor England and during the Cromwell’s ministry; an 
important step was taken toward its solution. Thus, the poor law of 1535 represents 
the one positive achievement of the common wealth movement in the 1530’s. In the 
United States of America growing concerns in scholarly and political circles has 
produced a myriad of proposals for change and some substantive governmental 
programmes that purported to be major innovations have been tried, yet the problems 
posed by persistent widespread poverty and affluence continue to plague nations.  
  

In each of the two great nations so far mentioned, poverty still persists. In 
England poverty was regarded with indifference and idleness among the lower orders 
as wicked. Some thought that poverty was the price and penalty of individual lethargy 
and moral turpitude. In the U.S., poverty has not yielded to the techniques that have  
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been applied or proposed because it is maintained and perpetuated by dominant, 
pervasive values-individualistic materialism and racism that are reflected in the 
nation’s social, economic and political institutions. Poverty was equated with personal 
failure. The Holy Bible is replete with passages expressing Gods concern for the poor. 
This great book also emphasizes that someone poor will never cease to be in the midst 
of the land. Needless to say that poverty has persisted in the developing counties 
where most of the world’s poor live. This paper will attempt to define poverty, 
discuss the causes, and discuss measures that can be used to eradicate poverty using 
health education.  
 
Definition of Poverty          
 Poverty is as difficult to define as it is to eradicate. Poverty is a relative term. 
It is often defined in two different ways, as a question of subsistence level or as a 
question of relative deprivation compared to the whole society (Agbakwuru, 2000). 
How poverty is defined matters greatly in approaching the problem of ending poverty, 
for significantly different public approaches spring from the two definitions. Bringing 
families’ income up to a minimum subsistence level is an entirely different 
undertaking from ending the state of relative deprivation in poor families’ lives. Even 
when definitions can be agreed upon, major problems in measuring poverty crop up, 
and they have serious consequences for public attitudes and policies toward the poor. 
The difficulties are increased because which ever definition is used, poor people are 
not homogenous. 
  

The “subsistence definition” appears to be both objective and easy to 
administer, but its apparent simplicity obscures some major problems: When we 
define poverty as an inadequate income for subsistence living, the most obvious 
problem is the meaning of subsistence. The concept implies that something are 
necessary for human existence (meeting minimal standards of nourishment, shelter 
and protection from disease). Therefore goods and services beyond this level are 
luxuries. Thus bread or garri is a necessity but an automobile is a “Luxury”. But in the 
developed countries where people may chose to work in urban areas from where they 
live and send their children to school in the cuties, cars and money for fuel and 
minimal maintenance are necessities.  
  

Again costs of basic necessities vary widely. For instance the cost of shelter 
varies from one part of the country to another. The actual amount expended on basic 
necessities such as food may vary greatly. Urban poor people depend almost entirely 
on buying power – cash and credit – to obtain food, rural poor may supplement 
income by bartering services, trapping game and fish, snails, mushroom, growing 
funding, or “liberating some fresh food.  
  

Brown (1973) opined that poverty is not an economic abstraction, it is a 
human condition. It is despair, grief and pain. It is the despair of a father with a family 
of seven in a poor country when he joins the swelling ranks of unemployed with no 
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prospect of unemployment compensation. Poverty is the longing of a young boy 
planning outside a village school but unable to enter because his parents lack the 
money to sponsor him. Poverty is the grief of parents watching a three year- old child 
die in a routine childhood disease because they cannot afford any medical care.  
  

Looked at from whatever angle, poverty is ugly. Perhaps nothing more 
effectively communicates the meaning of poverty and its attendant starvation than the 
picture of one starved child. It is an age –old legacy handed down from generation to 
generation. It is as old as creation itself. It is no respecter of age. It is not confined to 
any age group. It exists under all climatic conditions. It transcends race, defies colour, 
religions and political creeds. It has no boundaries. It is a social cancer eating into the 
fabrics of humanity. Poverty has continued to be one of the world’s persistent 
problems.  
 
Causes and Consequences of Poverty      
 The causes of poverty are complex in nature. Can poverty be passed on in an 
hereditary fashion within the same groups of families, from one generation to the 
next? Inherited poverty is not a general rule but it is common among certain groups 
who generally have little education and few professional qualifications, and therefore 
have little chance of social advancement. A high percentage of poverty exists in 
households headed by women and elderly inactive people. Families of five or more 
people, single parents, widows and divorces are also at risk. In families where one 
person works and low wage-earner, poverty can start with the birth of the first child 
and increase as the number of children increases. Lack of information can render 
some people poor. This is true of some marginal social groups. Some may not even 
realize that poverty exists in their areas because they are used to the existing 
condition. That is why people regard “poverty” as a relative term. 
  

A rich person in one society can be a poor man in another. Some of the 
causes may flow from certain personal characteristics of the individuals involved such 
as physical or mental handicaps, chronic ill-health and value orientations uncongenial 
to economic advancement. For more serious and influential factors especially for 
explaining pockets of poverty are found in the structure of the society, and in the lags 
in adjustment of far-reaching and fast moving technological, economic and social 
change. Illustrations include lack of opportunity for general education and /or 
vocational training; discrimination in employment on grounds of age, sex, race  or 
nationality, lack of employment opportunity due to cyclical or structural factors; part-
time employment or under employment in industries and other occupation, 
employment in traditionally low-wage jobs, under-employment in agriculture due to 
lack of adequate land, tools or capital. The important thing is that many are poor not 
because they have chosen to, but because of condition they cannot control.  
  

Among the effects of poverty upon the individuals are the physical dangers in 
terms of poor health, inadequate medical care, malnutrition, poor housing, severe 
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overcrowding, sometimes forced intimacy with its attendant moral dangers, cultural 
deprivation in terms of interrupted schooling, underdeveloped capacities, restricted 
opportunities, psychological damage resulting in frustration and resignation or 
resentment and rebellion, anti-social attitudes leading to crime and delinquency, 
mental breakdown, the undermining of initiative and a sense of isolation or rejection, 
social injury, such as narrowing of community activities, loss of political participation 
and influence, chronic diplomacy (Grant and Solen, 2000).   
  

These factors affect members of the minority groups because they face the 
additional obstacle of minority status in that struggle to overcome the handicaps of 
poverty. Again poverty puts severe strain upon the family already threatened by rapid 
changes of modern life, poverty leads to the disruption of family patterns and the 
accentuation of tension between husband and wife. It could lead to divorce especially 
when people cannot wait for conditions to get better which leads to high rate of 
illegitimacy and loss of privacy and dignity in a crowded home. It means deprivation 
for the community, poor schools with high drop-out rates, the social costs of bad 
health and crime, the thwarting of human capabilities and the loss of their potential 
contributions to the progress of the society, excessive mobility, intensified class 
stratification, deprivation of social services, loss of able leadership, and inability to 
attract industries that might rescue the community. Poverty means trouble for the 
entire nation, class division leading to class conflict attenuation of education and 
cultural services, the weakening of economic growth undermines national security 
and democratic processes, and political stability. It lessens the capacity to contribute 
to the welfare, peace and freedom of the world.  
  

Because hunger and malnutrition are closely linked to poverty, hungry 
children do suffer from a number of other handicaps, severely malnourished infants or 
children with low resistance frequently die of routine childhood diseases. Poverty can 
crush noble ideals and substitute them for ignoble goals. It can defeat legitimate 
honest intentions and replace them with self-defeating ends. Leaders of men suffer 
untold heartaches and emotional riots in attempting to satisfy the material needs of 
their subjects. They are just fighting poverty, poverty is evil, it is depressing, it is 
dehumanizing as it is ungodly. It stultifies the growth of the mind and even dampens 
the zeal of man to worship his creator. It impairs love for God and the country. It 
maims the souls, confines the mind and confounds imagination and dulls the spirit. It 
leads to callous use of prayer, endangers love between husband and wife, destroys the 
filial bond between parents and children, narrows the chances of creative efforts of 
individuals, it debilitates and depreciates its victims before finally dispatching them 
into eternity. Angry at being trapped in a peer environment, many youths act out their 
rage by violence, vandalism, stealing and other forms of juvenile delinquency. Such 
youths may see this as the only escape from boredom, poverty and other problems. 
Most of the poor indulge in negative feelings. They are immobilized by the fear of 
failure or the feeling that things are really so bad and hopeless. Poverty may leave on 
youths lingering feelings of worthlessness and inferiority.  
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People who live in poverty are unable to do much to promote economic 
growth. The health education and well being of the masses of people in industrial 
countries are a cause as well as a result of national prosperity. Similarly, people who 
are unskilled and sick most of the time make little contribution to a country’s 
economic growth. Therefore, development policies that ignore large numbers of poor 
people may not be the most effective way for a nation to achieve real growth.  
 
Eradicating Poverty   
 Poverty has done great damage to people and therefore the need to alleviate if 
not eradicates it. The redistribution of wealth is not possible. Economic growth alone 
cannot reduce absolute poverty to an acceptable speed. Therefore, there must be ways 
to increase employment, to meet the basic needs, to reduce inequalities in income and 
wealth and raise the productivity of the poor. Investment in human, intellectual and 
material resources must be enhanced. Human resources development which is 
considered an end as well as economic growth or progress should be considered-
Izennian (1980) opined that human development includes education and training, 
better health and nutrition and fertility reduction. The problems of raising the quality 
of life are difficult to solve. Certainly equal sharing of poverty or low life expectancy 
is the purpose of development. Past agricultural methods should be critically studied 
to find why they failed to provide sufficient food for the nation. Improved nutrition 
must be considered an important aspect of any development because it is a measure of 
equality of life, of the majority of citizens. Therefore agricultural projects that will 
benefit a large segment of the population and help reduce inequalities in income 
distribution should be set up. Labour intensive projects should be preferred to capital 
intensive projects. Incentive for production should be created at the community level. 
Rural farmers should be provided with loan, none/low interest farm loans and 
subsidized mechanized labour in order to increase land under cultivation or care for 
livestock. Other farm inputs such as fertilizers and pesticides should be provided to 
help increase yield. All countries agree however, that absolute poverty should be 
eliminated. Poverty brings about malnutrition in children and adults. Malnutrition 
increases the incidence and severity of infectious diseases because it weakens the 
body’s defense mechanism. For example, children with Kwashiskor are unable to 
form antibodies to either typhoid vaccine or diphtheria toxoid, the capacity to do that 
is restored after protein therapy (Atiatah, 2002).  
  

Acute respiratory infections are also associated with nutritional problems. 
Malnutrition increases the incidence and severity of respiratory infections. 
Consequently, dietary management of infection is increasingly recognized as an 
important part of treatment for infectious diseases, increases in incidence of 
respiratory infection are also believed to reduce growth in children. Malnutrition 
results from poverty therefore there is need to alleviate poverty. Food of good quality 
is critical for the development of the intellect necessary for national development, 
malnutrition results from failure of the child to develop fully his genetically endowed 
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capability. Consequently, he is denied the right to contribute fully to the development 
of the nation.  
 
Health Education and National Development                 
 Most health problems that plague our nation today can be attributed to 
carelessness on the part of individual members of the society. It is also glaring that a 
high percentage of major health problems that threaten life can be linked to unhealthy 
diets, substance abuse and use. Others include inactivity, superstitious belief, 
ignorance and unsafe practices, all these deplete national development. Moreso, the 
youths are engaging in more “risk behaviour” that hinder self-esteem, harm health 
and increase the likelihood of illness, injury and premature death (Omaka, 2004). 
Unfortunately, most risk behaviours are usually established during early childhood 
and persist into adulthood, culminating into poor health and negative outcomes (Stahl, 
2004).  
  

However, children and adolescents as future leaders deserve special care and 
protection. To counter risk behaviours and promote healthy practices among the 
youths, health education in schools becomes imperative. Schools are increasingly 
seen as the hub of efforts to promote the health and wellbeing of the nation’s children. 
To address serious health and social problems, it is best to tackle them when they are 
small before they become unimaginable. Children must be given skills that will 
enable them growing into healthy and productive adolescents. The school therefore is 
the most suitable base for inculcating desirable health habits aimed at improving the 
life of the general populace. Thus, when citizens enjoy good health, the nation’s 
economic, agricultural, political and educational developments are affected positively.  
  

Health Education as put forward by Green (1979) is seen as a combination of 
learning opportunities, designed to facilitate voluntary adaptation of behaviour, that 
are conduceive to health. According to him, these adaptations may be those of the 
individuals, families and groups and institution, such as schools, places of work or 
communities. Achalu (2003) defines health education as a means of helping or 
assisting people to acquire information, knowledge, attitudes and skills for effecting 
desired health behaviour. The writer corroborates their definitions.  
  

Similarly, the concept of National Development is subject to varied 
definitions, depending on who authors it. It connotes different meanings to different 
people. However, Hornby, Wehmeier and Ashby (2001) looked at the twin concepts 
as follows. National: owned or controlled by the central government of a country; and 
Development: act or action of developing or the state of being developed. If these two 
indices are put together, the concept of national development would be glaring; the 
harnessing of the natural, human and other resources available in a self governed and 
homogenous society for her national growth. Consequent upon this, national 
development can be seen as the conscious act of putting the needed infrastructure and 
superstructure together in a society for national growth; and the elimination of all 
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forces that tend to hamper or distort productivity in the country, the teaching of health 
education in schools help to develop a healthy citizenry, whose productive lives will 
contribute to national growth and development.  
 
Teaching Health Education in Schools and National Development             
 The importance of health education as a weapon of national development 
cannot be overemphasized. Health apparently is an essential element in national 
development. It is also a fundamental human right for the citizenry of a nation to 
enjoy good health. Ojo (2003) puts forward that good health is basic for the 
achievement of physically, socially and mentally competent individual; whose 
productive lives will contribute to the development of the community and nation with 
dignity. National development as used in this paper is a gradual and systematic 
process in which a number of healthy individuals are involved in national 
development. These individuals contribute in various ways in the development of the 
nation. The health education teacher can be said to be sine qua non in national 
development. He does this by providing the knowledge and skills necessary for 
people to make informed decisions regarding their health. Nwana (2000) in her 
submission postulated that health problems undermine the stamina for prosecuting 
development projects. According to her they undermine the motivation to even desire 
development and the will to persevere. The health education teacher through health 
education aid health promotion of pupils, students and community as a whole, and 
reduces the number of health problems of the peoples thus contributing to national 
development.  
  

Adamu and Umaru (2003) added that any nation that is interested in her 
continuity, stability and future cannot afford to toy with the lives, education and 
general foundation of her children. The teaching of health education in schools, thus 
serves as bedrock on which the development of a healthy citizenry must lie. One of 
the broad objectives of health education is to provide children and youths with 
adequate understanding of human biology and to develop postive health attitudes and 
practices (Ademuwagun, 1974) such qualities would be useful to the children as 
individuals and groups at home, school and community. Health education is known to 
influence knowledge, attitude and behaviour of individuals in a way as to promote 
and maintain health. Knowledge of health is crucial for the development of a nation.  
  

The more man learns to use knowledge he is steadily accumulating from 
scientific investigations, the greater facility he will have in understanding and solving 
his own problems. This is replicated in the use of health knowledge. That was why 
Fawole (2003) observed that the central theme that runs across all phases of the 
school health education programme is the preparation of every child to make the 
necessary decisions relating to his health. Thus, health which is a state of complete 
physical, social and mental well being, is especially important to the school children 
that need to be in good health to attain his or her life objectives and goals. There are 
different health problems in the world today especially in the developing world 
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especially about misconception about causes of diseases and morbidity and mortility 
rate. Most individuals in the society contribute in one way or the other to their own 
health problem; this could be due to their lifestyle. No doubt Anyikwa (1989), 
emphasized when he said that education liberates individuals from superstition and 
ignorance that have bedeviled the nation.  
  

WHO (1997), observed that nutritional deficiencies, diet –related diseases 
and poor health afflict an estimated one-third of the world population. The report also 
revealed that a large percentage come from the developing world of which Nigeria is 
not an exception. In Nigeria, nutritional deficiencies, chronic diet related diseases 
affect the population; reducing their work output and deficiency as reported by 
Obaguwana (2001). Guthrie (1998), had also the same revelation when he observed 
that fifty percent of children in some developing countries suffer malnutrition due to 
ignorance, poverty and food taboos. Fortunately, health education cuts across all 
aspects of human development. Consequently (Samuel, 2004), advised that health 
teachers are very strategic in the promotion of healthy lifestyles, which include 
keeping fit, sound eating, desirable weight management, and avoidance of destructive 
habits, stress management, seeking medical advice and living in supporting 
environments. By keeping fit, our children who are the future leaders of the nation 
will have the ability to carry out normal daily activities, without becoming unduely 
exhausted and breathless. Exercise will make them fitter and contributes in weight 
loss. Healthy and physically fit individuals are capable of undertaking socio-
economic ventures such as agriculture and schooling.  

 
Good nutrition is important for good health of the children; it protects 

children from deficiency disease thus enhancing optimal health, which is essential to 
productive life in the family, community and the nation. Avoidance of destructive 
health habits leads to good health, which is needed to promote, economic and social 
life of children. Knowledge of health is paramount to the development of a 
wholesome individual. It breeds well informed, as well as physically, socially and 
mentally healthy individuals whose contributions are needed for national 
development.  
  

An adequately health informed child is to the future family and the society as 
a whole be empowered to enable him or her to achieve greater self decision making, 
fulfillment and can contribute more fully to the social and economic development of 
the family and society.  
 
Conclusion             
 Health of school children as future leaders is of great significance in national 
development. The teaching of health education in schools helps to develop the 
children as youths and subsequently as productive members of the society. School 
health education has the potential of inculcating in the minds of the youths the need to 
achieve good health through their own actions and efforts thus reducing poverty 
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because health is wealth. Thus, the teaching of health education in schools contributes 
greatly in the elimination of factors that are anaemic to national growth and 
development (Omaka, 2004). The health teacher has special responsibility of helping 
the youths to practice healthy lifestyles for the promotion of good health and 
wellness, which are necessary for national development.     
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