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 Sólás Insider 

Sólás staff welcome you to the first edition of our quarterly Newsletter  

‘A special needs charity supporting children with additional needs & autism across NI’ 

Sólás Journey                 
by Joan Henderson (Managing Director) 

 

Growing up in Tipperary, enjoying the freedom of 

country living, camogie and the mandatory annual part

-taking in the local Scòr, summaries the innocence of 

my early life very neatly. Something remarkable how-

ever happened in 1981, when our little sister Anne 

Marie, who has Downs Syndrome, was born. It be-

came obvious before long that she needed different 

supports and services and I recall the sense of fear and 

bewilderment that hit home when she arrived. Anne-

Marie is probably the single biggest reason (and of 

course my husband's support), that I decided to leave 

a university lecturing post at QUB in 2009 to start 

Sòlás.  Annemarie has amazing gifts, most notably her 

calm disposition, the slow, almost horizontal pace at 

which she takes life and her ability to make the rest of 

us just stop and value time and family.  She is the per-

fect antidote to life in the fast lane. She is a constant 

reminder to me that everyone has something to offer 

in life, regardless of disability, and everyone should 

have opportunities to participate and be valued for 

their contribution.  
  

Sólás, a Gaelic word for 'Support and empathy', encap-

sulates what we are all about.  Four years after we 

first opened our doors on the first floor of the Morn-

ington Building on the Ormeau Road, Sòlás moved to 

bigger premises on Donegall Pass in May 2013. Over 

two years on, we now have a team of 10 staff and 

over 200 volunteers who focus on providing practical 

support and services to children and young people 

with additional needs, enabling them to participate 

more fully in life. As we take this time to reflect, I 

would like to take this opportunity to thank all of our 

staff, board members and of course our volunteers,  

who all do an amazing job and who fully embrace the 

ethos of Sòlás.  As we look to the future, I hope that 

we can encourage more people to join us and togeth-

er continue to work towards levelling the playing field 

for all children and young people with additional 

needs.   

 A Tribute  
by Mairéad O’Halloran (Sólás Chairperson & Volunteer)  

Reflecting on Sólás’ epic journey from humble beginnings in a small Ormeau Road office to our current premises in 

the CRI Building, I am lost in admiration for the vision, energy and drive of M.D Joan Henderson and the staff and 

volunteers who make that vision a reality. I thank them all for the work they do on behalf of the children and fami-

lies they serve. Thank you to the Sólás Board, funders, politicians and Councillors who have visited our premises 

and taken up our cause along with the many others who support Sólás. We look forward to the next five years and 

are thrilled at the prospect of exciting new developments which will further enhance Sólás’ services.  

 “join with us as we celebrate five incredibly productive years and stay with us as we continue our journey” 

 

 

Special thanks to volunteer Corey Edgar for his design support on this edition  
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New supervisor Claire took the reigns of our youth club in Septem-

ber, leading a social programme for 10 to 16 year olds with ASD. It 

has 10 members at present but new referrals are always welcome. 

The main activity has been a trampolining programme as we prepared 

for the Regional Trampolining Competition on 29th November. This 

was a fantastic way of building the young people’s confidence and 

showcased how hard they’ve worked from September. They showed 

very little nerves performing their routines in front of a large audi-

ence and judging panel and all members scooped a medal. In total, 

Sólás came home with 2 Golds, 2 Silvers and a Bronze.  The new year 

promises to bring some exciting new activities– find out more in our 

next edition! 

We now provide spaces for 40 primary-aged children with autism in 

our Afterschools & Saturday groups. Very busy! This time is an op-

portunity for them to start building the skills needed to interact with 

people around them. Around 80% of these children also have moder-

ate or severe learning difficulties and so, many groups are tailored to 

work on early communication skills, positive interactions, flexibility 

and tolerance and coping in a shared space.  

For those kids who have developed a functional level of communica-

tion and play skills, we can then focus more on the turn taking and 

negotiating aspects of building friendships with peers. In these ses-

sions our role is much more about supporting children to interact 

with each other rather than depend on the adults around them. Our 

“Super Sleuths” complete challenges each week, focused around 

‘looking for clues’ and ‘listening for answers’. We’re so proud of how 

far they’ve come! 

Disability Training & Support 

This is the second year of delivering our 6 month Level 3 Certificate in Supporting Individual’s with Learning Disa-

bilities. This course is suitable for Childcare workers and LSAs and runs on Monday evenings at our Belfast office. 

We have a great group of students currently enrolled on the programme and we’re now recruiting for our next 

cohort, starting in January 2016. If interested please get in touch with Heather.  

ASD After-schools &  

Saturday Club 

Champ Youth bring home  

gold  (+ silver, + bronze!) 
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5th Birthday     

for                   

Back on Track 
With a growth of over 1000% since the 

launch of our programme back in 2010, it’s 

clear to see why this unique initiative has 

gone from strength to strength; success 

which can be attributed to the commitment 

and dedication of over 80 Volunteer Retired 

Teachers who give their time, so selflessly, 

to making a difference to children's life’s. 
 

The programme continues to support chil-

dren in mainstream primary schools, across 

N.I. and Dundalk, who just need that little 

bit of extra help and support with their edu-

cation. The weekly 1:1 support focuses on 

literacy, numeracy and other weaknesses 

which hinder children from reaching their 

full potential. No stone is left unturned in 

the quest to create a much brighter future 

for children, with an additional educational 

need,  who fall short of the criteria for stat-

utory intervention. 

 

“the most striking thing about the 

Back On Track Programme is how 

uncertain children became more 

confident”                                

Holy Family, Belfast   

 

’Back On Track’ gets results, it makes a dif-

ference to 100s of children’s lives every 

year, it is delivered by experts in the field of 

education and, most importantly, it is FUN 

and the children love it! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

How to keep your  

daughter-in-law quiet!  
by Paddy Hoey (Back on Track Volunteer) 

 
“You have far too much time on your hands” said Ciara, my 

daughter-in-law, throwing down a Back On Track brochure 

from Sólás, “you could volunteer for that.”  During my 

teaching life, I had often thought that it would be nice to do a 

bit of voluntary teaching when retirement came along but 

retirement came and thoughts of returning to the classroom 

faded into the background until then.  The brochure must 

have sold itself well because it immediately caught my imagi-

nation to the extent that I phoned the office and had an ap-

plication pack out with me in a few days. 

 

I was allocated to Drumgor PS, where my ‘partner-in-crime,’  

Mansell Blakely, was already volunteering.  We were both 

made very welcome and treated as regular members of staff.  

We work 1:1 with non-statemented children and, under the 

guidance of the class teacher, undertake support teaching.  It 

is very rewarding work.  When you are in the presence of a 

child who has  suddenly come to  understand a difficult con-

cept, it has the exhilaration of scoring the perfect goal or a 

‘hole in one’ at golf! I’m not saying that it happens every 

week but the 1:1 situation allows us to see real progress 

over the 15 week span of our teaching.  Many of these chil-

dren have experienced difficulties in learning through main-

stream teaching and it allows us to be more innovative than 

the hard-pressed class teacher facing the looming shadow of 

formal assessment. 

 

If you are a retired teacher who feels that you still have 

something to offer children, I can heartily recommend volun-

teering with Back on Track. There are several positive out-

comes for the school too, and children who are struggling 

with their learning really benefit from your considerable skill 

and experience as a retired teacher. At a personal level, the 

personal and professional satisfaction is enormous.   

 
 

“it’s great that the programme is not purely   

academic”                                                    

Principal, Drumgor Primary  
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   The Kidz Den                                                                                               
 by Amy (aged 11)   

 

I love to go to Sólás because you can play when you finish your homework. I also love the food and the party’s 

that Sarah organises for us.  You can make some new friends as well and play with them, read books and you can 

get help with your homework. These are my pictures of me in the Kidz Den. 

 

The Kidz Support Den started back in full strength this year with 34 

children registered. Many attend primary schools within the local area 

but a few others come from further afield. We have volunteers 

equipped with the Irish language to support children coming from the 

local Irish school and we’re very proud of the multi-cultural aspect of 

the Den. The children are given homework support which focuses on 

building numeracy and literacy skills and English Language activities pro-

vide opportunities to develop language and social skills. The student 

volunteers and children alike benefit from their time with us and 

parent’s feedback has been overwhelmingly positive. Additional places 

will be available from January 2016 so please contact Sarah if interested. 

We’re so excited to launch our new aquaponics project in early 2016. 

What is aquaponics? It’s a food production system which combines fish 

(aquaculture) and water (hydroponics) to cultivate plants which grow 

up to 3 times faster than regular plants. We’ll be running a training 

course for young people with special needs, teaching vocational skills in 

this area and growing chillies. So far, all of the equipment has been   

kindly donated and a volunteer team have been busy setting it up in our 

new Growing Room (check it out above). Look out for updates on our    

chillies in our next newsletter! 

Irish Speakers  

Needed 

Could you volunteer 2 

hours 1 afternoon per 

week to provide home-

work support at our 

Kidz Den in Belfast? 

 Retired Teachers  

Needed 

   Can you spare one 

morning per week, during 

term-time, to help deliver 

our Back on Track Pro-

gramme in schools across 

NI.  

 

Minibus Driver  

Needed  

 Can you spare 2 hours 1 

day per week to bring 

children with autism to 

our Belfast clubs? 

Must be aged 25+ 

Contact Us 

CRI Building                   

165-169 Donegall Pass 

Belfast, BT7 1DT  

Search ‘Solas Autism’ and ‘Solas Education’  

02890 247600 

www.solasbt7.com  

 

NOTICEBOARD 

 

Sólás’ Newest Venture 


