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Technical Learning Conversations

Project Concept
I.
INTRODUCTION

In economic terms, South Africa is categorized as an upper-middle-income country but its apartheid past has left a society which is amongst the most unequal in the world.  A striking facet of this is the deep poverty experienced by the majority of South Africa’s population.  
The Small Enterprise Foundation (SEF), a not-for-profit company, is a strongly poverty-focused organisation that works with the bottom 50% of women living below the poverty line in South Africa. For example, in Limpopo Province, SEF’s largest area of operation, 60 percent of households live below the poverty line, while 40 percent of the total population fall into the bottom half.  
SEF follows a solidarity group-lending methodology similar to that pioneered by the Grameen Bank of Bangladesh, but with the addition of a rigorous poverty targeting tool – participatory wealth ranking, as well as an explicit role of field staff in working with clients to support problem-solving and capacity building

SEF commenced operations in January 1992.  At the end of  October 2009, the organization served 61,545 active clients in four out of seven Provinces.  SEF has a business plan that will see outreach increasing to nearly 75,000 clients by June 2010 and 150,000 clients within five years.
In its quest for greater and more lasting impacts on the lives of its clients, SEF includes Skills Development sessions integrated into its fortnightly client meetings.  These sessions are group-based learning sessions aimed at providing clients the opportunity to discuss and share experiences on issues pertaining to their businesses.  Combined with the financial service and existing group- support services in the field, the sessions consist of a series of conversations initiated by a center member on a topic related to challenges she experiences in running her business.  The rest of the members then ask questions and offer advice to help their peer.
After a few years of experimenting with this approach, has identified the need to strengthen these sessions. There is a need to create a more detailed structure and guidance for SEF field staff – Development Facilitators (DFs). Clients also feel the need for clearer technical solutions or advice as takeaways from these sessions.  SEF then decided, for the purpose of making the learning sessions more effective, to improve and strengthen the mechanism in place.   
In that regard, SEF solicited the assistance of Freedom from Hunger, an international organization specializing in the design and implementation of integrated financial and non-financial services.  Freedom from Hunger believes that microfinance services are not sufficient to lift poor people out of poverty.  The organization’s experience with Credit with Education implementation (a branded integrated service promoted by Freedom from Hunger) around the world shows that using microfinance as a platform to reach poor people and exposing them at the same time to lifeskills education sessions has a very effective impact on the end users as well as on the organizations serving them.  
After a thorough assessment of the performance of the Skills Development sessions program in the field, SEF and Freedom from Hunger agreed to partner in the process of improving the delivery of education sessions in the field. 
The project concept presents the strategy and activities that will be carried out under the joint project by SEF and Freedom from Hunger to strengthen the Skills Development sessions provided to center members.
Summary budget

	
	SEF costs
	FFH Costs
	Total 

	PHASE ONE
	
	
	

	FFH
	
	
	

	Conversion of Debt Management module into TLC format
	
	12,343
	

	One three-day Training Sessions
	
	6,756
	

	DFs Performance Monitoring  and Coaching of Branch Managers
	
	8,052
	

	Design of SEF TLC Delivery Strategy & formal assessment 
	
	10,903
	

	Relationship Management and General Assistance
	
	3,671
	

	Miscellaneous
	
	500
	

	20% overheads
	
	5,975
	

	
	
	
	

	SEF
	
	
	

	Training visit
	3428
	
	

	Monthly monitoring
	495
	
	

	Mid-term visit
	913
	
	

	Final review visit
	1433
	
	

	Staff time
	7478
	
	

	Travel
	2899
	
	

	Total Phase one
	16,646
	48,200
	64,846

	
	
	
	

	PHASE TWO
	
	
	

	FFH
	
	
	

	Three Training of Trainers Sessions /Assistance to SEF's Trainers/Training of Existing Centers
	
	37,414
	

	Conversion of 2 Education Topics into TLC Format (50% of total cost)
	
	23,946
	

	Roll out assessment & Participation in a National Dissemination Workshop
	
	10,144
	

	Relationship Management and General Assistance
	
	2,914
	

	Miscellaneous
	
	500
	

	20% overheads
	
	17,453
	

	
	
	
	

	SEF
	
	
	

	Training of trainers
	1,408
	
	

	Training 264 DFs
	42,124
	
	

	Training branch managers
	3,437
	
	

	Staff time
	2,319
	
	

	Dissemination workshop
	2,312
	
	

	
	
	
	

	Total Phase two
	51,600
	92,371
	143,971

	
	
	
	

	PROJECT TOTAL
	68,246
	140,571
	208,817


II.
IMPROVING THE SKILLS DEVELOPMENT SESSIONS
The goal of the project is to structure and systematize the Skills Development sessions in the field, making them operational in the context of SEF.  This goal will be achieved through the following two objectives:
Objective 1:
Provide technical knowledge to center members during the Skills Development sessions by using Technical Learning Conversation (TLC) materials promoted by Freedom from Hunger.
Technical Learning Conversations are an adult education product line promoted by Freedom from Hunger.  It is a simplified education methodology and therefore within the reach of any field agent (Development Facilitator).  Each TLC series includes seven to ten 30-minute sessions to be facilitated one at a time in front of the center members by the DFs.  Each session engages the participants through the following steps:
a. Reviewing information, a skill and/or a commitment from the previous TLC.

b. Receiving new information or observing a demonstration of a new skill.

c. Applying or checking understanding of the new information or practicing the new skill. 
d. Committing to use the new information or skill at home.

Objective 2:
Define and structure a sustainable TLC delivery mechanism to best fit the SEF institutional context.
The use of the TLC approach to strengthen the Skills Development sessions is new to SEF; therefore, by collaborating with Freedom from Hunger, it will work on operationalizing this new approach, taking into consideration SEF’s institutional context and orientation.  Attention will primarily be focused on SEF’s training strategy of DFs.  This work may require some minor adjustments in SEF’s training strategy to enable the organization to smoothly support the implementation of TLCs in the long term and at large scale.
The two above-mentioned objectives will be achieved through the implementation of a two-phase project described below.
A. Phase 1: Piloting Technical Learning Conversation Approach at SEF
The first phase will be devoted to adapting existing Freedom Materials into the TLC format; and then testing, monitoring and adaptation of the TLC approach to the SEF context, piloting a single module delivered over an eight-month period in two branches. The two selected branches of up to six DFs each include SEF’s innovation branch—a special SEF branch which is used to test and evolve new ideas—in which  DFs will be engaged to give detailed feedback, and a more average branch selected to test the implications of the methodology on more average or poorly performing DFs.  The idea is to observe how the TLC approach works in SEF centers and to gather lessons learned and information to design an effective mechanism for successful delivery of TLCs.  During a maximum period of ten months, two categories of activities will be carried out: 
1. Adapting Technical Learning Conversation: SEF has identified that the module Debt Management is most appropriate for the needs of SEF clients who often have little or no previous business experience. This module needs to be converted from the Learning Conversation format before pilot testing of the TLCs in SEF can commence.
2. Training activities in the field:  A first TLC topic will be selected and used for the pilot phase. With Freedom from Hunger’s technical assistance, the following will be carried out in two selected SEF branches: 
a. Training of the DFs in the first TLC topic:  Freedom from Hunger will deliver a three-day session to train up to 12 DFs.  This session will cover not only the technical content of the topic but also adult learning skills.  The two Branch Managers will also participate in the training session. 
b. Training of Branch Managers in supervision:  The two Branch Managers involved in the pilot phase will be trained in TLC activity supervision techniques.  This one-day training will focus on i) general supervision issues (rationale); ii) the use of key supervision tools; and iii) a general understanding of the TLC session format.
c. DFs’ performance monitoring and coaching of the Branch Managers (Supervisors):  After the two above-mentioned formal training sessions, a Freedom from Hunger trainer will accompany selected DFs into the field along with their respective Branch Managers to observe them facilitating the TLC sessions and to provide them feedback for improvement while demonstrating observation and feedback provision techniques to the Branch Managers.
d. Training of center members in the first TLC topic:  The DFs of the two branches will train their respective centers in the first TLC topic for a period of seven to eight months.
3. Monitoring, information-gathering and designing a functional system:  During the pilot phase, SEF, with the assistance of Freedom from Hunger, will work on the following areas based on the lessons learned and information gathered about the implementation of TLC sessions in SEF centers:
a. Definition and design of the strategy to adopt for an effective delivery of a TLC in SEF’s context in a sustainable manner and at large scale.  The following issues (among others) will be addressed:
· How to incorporate training on TLC delivery in the initial training of the new batches of DFs.  There are already concerns about the new DFs’ abilities to absorb all they need to learn to perform their basic work; therefore, efforts will focus on ways to include additional training in a sustainable manner.
· How to effectively ensure a continued training of DFs in the field with new TLC topics (several options will be considered).

· How to best time the training of newly recruited batches of DFs in their first TLC topic and in the successive topics.

· How to respond to the rapid growth of SEF and to the TLC sessions’ scaling-up challenges.

· What strategy to adopt to extend the TLC training to the existing DFs of the other branches.

· What TLC topics to select for future delivery to SEF clients.

b. Formal assessment of the pilot-phase performance:  Freedom from Hunger will visit in the mid-point of the project to monitor progress and assist SEF’s PRIDE department with thinking through any changes. 

Following completion of the implementation of the pilot module, Freedom from Hunger staff will visit and work with SEF’S PRIDE department to assess the pilot phase based on the outcomes observed so far. Implementation performance that will be assessed and analyzed include, among others, the number of sessions delivered versus the number of sessions planned, the number of late sessions, and the quality of the sessions delivered.  This performance will be captured through assessment tools including observation checklists, clients feedback, and focus-groups discussions.  The purpose of this formal assessment is to reflect on the findings of the pilot-phase monitoring work and to make an informed decision on the issues mentioned above in order to improve the operational sustainability of the service delivery mechanism.
A decision on phase two will be based on:

1) Demonstration of the value of the TLC modules to clients, based on client feedback and monitoring of performance data

2) Resolution of management challenges in terms of the design and implementation of the TCL delivery system

3) Confirmation that SEF DFs can consistently deliver the TLCs with high quality in the context of their existing performance targets and management systems.   
B. Phase 2:  Rolling Out TLC Delivery Within SEF
This phase aims to implement and operationalize the long-term TLC mechanism designed in the first phase using the lessons learned.  The following categories of activities will be carried out during the period:
1. Training activities in the field:  Based on the experience and lessons learned in the first phase and the delivery mechanism resulting from it, the following training activities will take place with Freedom from Hunger assistance (SEF and Freedom from Hunger agreed on a training-of-trainer approach in order to build SEF’s capacity in that area):
a. Training of SEF’s Trainers in two TLC topics: These sessions will take place at the beginning of the roll-out phase using the newly designed delivery mechanism.  SEF’s trainers will then proceed to the training of the DFs.  The branches previously involved in the pilot phase will receive the new topic while the others will receive the TLC topic delivered during the pilot phase. 

b. Assistance to SEF’s trainers in TLC delivery:  After this first training session, Freedom from Hunger will accompany SEF’s trainers in the field to monitor their performance and provide feedback for improvement.  This assistance will include, among others, helping them to prepare their training sessions, observing them in their first opportunities to facilitate TLC sessions with the DFs, and providing feedback and recommendations for improvement.

c. Training of SEF’s trainers in four new TLC topics through two training sessions based on a schedule that SEF and Freedom from Hunger will agree upon:  The choice of the topics will be done during the roll-out phase and SEF’s trainers will proceed to the training of the DFs based on the mechanism designed.

2. Availability of TLC topics to deliver:  Freedom from Hunger will make available four additional selected TLC topics during the roll-out phase for a total of five topics for the project.  The list of topics to choose from under this project include, among others, the following, based on current discussions between SEF and Freedom from Hunger:
a. Four Steps to a Better Business (Plan for Better Business)
b. Budgeting:  Plan How to Use Your Money

c. Manage Your Business Money and Increase Your Sales (to be converted into TLC format because they currently exist only in Freedom from Hunger’s Learning Sessions format).
d. Debt Management (to be improved and finalized).

e.  Other topics of interest to SEF from Freedom from Hunger’s list of TLC business and financial education topics. 

3. Performance assessment:  There will be an assessment of the performance in the field to make necessary final adjustments to the mechanism.  This assessment will be carried out in collaboration with Freedom from Hunger and will primarily focus on the viability of the training mechanism and its capacity to serve SEF’s needs in the long term.
4. National dissemination workshop:  At the end of the roll-out phase, SEF will organize in collaboration with Freedom from Hunger a dissemination workshop about its experience in TLC session integration into its microfinance services.  The purpose of this workshop is to share with key South African microfinance-sector stakeholders SEF’s knowledge in testing and integrating TLCs into its operations.  This workshop will focus not only on the benefits of adopting a systematic approach in integrating services but also the institutional challenges it represents.  Freedom from Hunger will technically facilitate the workshop and will help to address issues related to the provision of needed technical assistance in an effective and sustainable manner in the context of the South African microfinance community.  
