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 Sólás Insider 

 Our Big Smile ASD Summer Scheme Kids welcome you to our Autumn Edition   

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

Sólás Annual Report  

Director’s Summary        

‘the past 12 months’ 

I’m delighted that we can use this  Edition of our Newslet-

ter to share Sólás Annual Report which, I’ve no doubt, high-

lights the sheer scale of the services offered through our 

charity. Reflecting on Sólás work over the past year, words 

like growth, challenge, learning, reward and resilience come 

to mind.  Our team here at Sólás has grown remarkably 

over the past 12 months and ,whilst the path was not al-

ways smooth, we have an exceptionally strong team who 

managed to overcome challenges, which at times, seemed 

almost impossible.  

In the past year we have improved the parent voice on the 

board through the recruitment of a parent representative. 

This process involved parents putting themselves forward 

and then parents themselves voting for the nominees. Emily 

Gallagher is the current elected parent rep. I would like to 

thank Emily for her contribution to the board so far, and 

thank all of the parents who volunteered to be part of the 

nomination process. I would also like to thank our Chair, 

Mairead O’ Halloran, and voluntary board of directors who 

continue to oversee the governance and development of 

the organisation and who give considerable time and com-

mitment to this role over the year.  

A huge and heartfelt thankyou to Dessy and John who kept 

our minibus on the road all year and who ensured that chil-

dren were transported to and from activities in the after-

school programme, the Patch programme and the summer 

scheme.  

As another year rounds up, I am confident that as long as 

we continue to offer practical support to those with addi-

tional needs and their families, then we will remain a key 

service provider within the special needs field. 

 

Special thanks to volunteer Corey Edgar for his design support on this edition  

 

 

 

‘the next 12 months’ 

The coming year sees the development and delivery of our 

first ever ‘Early Years’ programme, for 2-3 year olds with addi-

tional needs. Kathryn K is the new Early Years Coordinator. 

12 children with additional needs will be supported through 

this programme, delivered in the new Surestart premises in 

the Markets and in the Mornington Community Centre on the 

Ormeau Road, 5 mornings per week. Recruitment of families 

is in full swing, and we look forward to this new exciting addi-

tion to the Sólás family of programmes.   

New Home for Sólás 

 

Sólás Special Needs and Autism Centre 

Considerable progress has been made over the past 

year in securing our own building.                       

See back page for our development plans.  
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    Back on Track Programme      

This year we’ve seen Sólás ‘Back on Track Educational Programme’ successfully piloted in Dundalk; the final report, along with 

recommendations, will be available in early September. It is planned to roll out the full programme once suitable funding is se-

cured. Anne has worked exceptionally hard with her team, including Kate and over 70 Retired Teacher Volunteers, to support 

the learning of over 600 children, with additional needs, across 30 primary schools involved in the programme. It is a privilege 

to see the fantastic work that retired teacher volunteers do, supporting children who struggle with a range of educational and 

other needs. From the many conversations that I have had with them, I know that they too reap the rewards associated with 

helping and doing good. We’ve seen many of these volunteers also working this year on our 2016 Autism Summer Scheme, 

bringing warmth and encouragement to staff, other volunteers and children alike. I can only admire their spirit and energy and 

hope they continue to spread the word to their friends and colleagues, which will ensure Sólás can continue to develop this 

incredible work.  We offer opportunities for volunteers to follow their true passion, share their invaluable knowledge and ex-

pertise, and in turn receive a rewarding experience knowing the life changing difference they are making to so many children’s 

futures.  What could be better than that!! 

‘Unbelievable experience.  I absolutely love working at 

the school and can’t thank them enough for how they 

have welcomed me and made me feel part of the school 

staff team’                                                                              

Back On Track Retired Teacher Volunteer 

 

‘A super programme—it’s great that it provides ‘all round support’ and not just 

academic support for our children’                                                                            

Derry School Principal 

Principal, Anne Mc Alindon, thanks Sólás Retired Teacher 

Volunteers Rosemary, Patricia and Noeleen after an incredi-

ble 1st year of ‘Back on Track’ at Edendork Primary. Bottom 

photo shows Michelle Gilmore, Senco at Edenbrooke Prima-

ry, with  Back on Track  Retired Teachers Eleanor, Teresa 

and Anne.  The school was delighted with the impact which  

the additional support had on the children, ”they are now will-

ing and able to participate in class and school life”. 

DATES FOR YOUR DIARY 

 Upcoming Training Days for Sólás Retired 
Teacher Volunteers 

Oct Strategies for Building Success in  Numeracy 

Nov  Working with Children with Dyslexia 

Dec Safeguarding/Child Protection 

Jan Using Reading Recovery Strategies to Promote 
Literacy  

 

Full details available on Sólás Back On Track 
‘Training Calendar’ or by contacting our office 
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Kids Den After-School Programme     

Over the past year, we’ve seen the ‘Kids Den’ grow under the leadership of Sarah, to 4 afternoons per week, offering 1-to-1 

support to 35 children each week from the South Belfast area. Sarah along with her team of student volunteers have worked 

exceptionally hard to inspire and encourage young children struggling with literacy, to help them grow in confidence and self-

esteem. Just a year ago we lost a fantastic young volunteer, Conall Havern, who died tragically in an accident, and who was 

completely committed to the Den and the children. Conall’s work has left its mark at Sólás, with so many of his student friends 

and colleagues joining the team, over the past year, ensuring Conall’s passion for teaching and supporting young children is kept 

alive. 

On another front, Sarah has extended her own family and welcomed the safe arrival of baby Timothy in late May. We wish 

Sarah well in her maternity leave, and a happy time off to build memories and bonds.  Anna Weed has taken over the co-

ordinator role until Sarah returns in January.     

Student Work Placement  

by Bria Kane 

As part of my Degree course at the University of Ul-

ster I had a six week placement with Sólás. I was given 

the opportunity to see firsthand the amazing work they 

do. Throughout my placement I was involved in the 

many programmes run by Sólás. The staff are warm and 

welcoming and have an excellent knowledge of ASD.   

My placement has enabled me to gain knowledge and 

skills that will not only benefit me in my degree course 

but also in life generally! I have always wanted to work 

with young children within an SEN setting and helping 

Sólás has further confirmed this.  Working with chil-

dren who have ASD can be challenging at times but the 

pleasure and satisfaction experienced outweigh the 

difficulties. 

My six week placement was a pleasure and I would like 

to thank all the staff for their support and kindness.  I 

hope the charity will continue to grow despite the chal-

lenging economic climate because their services are 

vital for families.  

Bria, top right, along with some of the Sólás Team      

complete a Training Day 

N.I.E & Girls Club Donations 
 

We are grateful to all of our funders who support the ethos of 

Sólás and provide the resources which allow us to open our doors 

each day! Most recently we received generous donations from NIE 

and Belfast Girls Club towards our Educational Programme. 

Enjoying their new parent 

roles, Sarah (our Kids 

Den Co-ordinator) and 

husband John have  

adapted really well to 

family life.  Sarah says, 

‘Timothy is a super baby 

with a big appetite just 

like his Mummy!’ 

 

STUDENTS AND IRISH 

SPEAKERS  URGENTLY 

NEEEDED TO PROVIDE 

HOMEWORK SUPPORT 

TO PRIMARY SCHOOL 

CHILDREN AT OUR 

KIDS DEN.    

2 hours commitment 1 after-

noon p/w during term time.  

For further details email    

sarah@solasbt7.com 
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  Champ Youth Programme      

The Champ Youth programme has flourished this year under the leadership of Claire, who has brought energy enthusiasm and 

passion to the programme. Claire contributes to the Education Authority’s Local Area Working group, raising the profile of 

special needs including autism. From September 2016, she has planned for the development of the club to 3 evenings per week, 

up from 2 evenings per week. Over the summer, Claire and Anna have delivered our first youth summer scheme for 11 to 16 

year olds with autism. They provided fun packed programmes with a whole range of activities including trampolining, kayaking, 

bubble football and Laser tag. The highlight of these summer activities was a joint programme with Kids Together and Action 

Ability, culminating with a residential trip to Tullynewbank stables in Glenavy in late August. The groups will continue to work 

together into the autumn creating, writing and recording their own song which will be released in Halloween of this year. 

Watch this space! 

‘I don’t usually have the confidence to go outside and do things and socialise 

but Sólás has really helped with building my social skills and confidence’  

Youth Club Member 

 

 

‘Extremely enjoyed it, especially meeting new people. The leaders were so kind 

and I really enjoyed all the activities and can’t wait for youth club to start again 

in September. I was fearful of the climbing but I overcame it’ 

Youth Club Member 

 

Sólás is  

delighted 

to run  

its  

1st      

Summer 

Scheme 

for   

Teens! 
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The Patch 

The past year has been a very busy one for Grace who developed ‘The Patch’ our aquaponics chilli grow project, ably support-

ed by Kathryn K. The pilot involved working with transitioning youth from Glenveagh Special School, to grow chillies and pro-

our first batch of chill sauces, jams and oils.  

Our trainees monitored the chillies throughout late Spring and in May they had a go at cooking them to make chilli ketchup! 

We all agreed it was tasty with just the right amount of kick! Our trainees then put their creative skills to use and came up 

with some branding ideas…and as a result we were delighted to introduce our ‘Dragon Fire’ chilli products! On 11 th June the 

team had a stand selling our range at the Queen’s Birthday Party on Donegall Pass– they had a great response to their samples 

and even sold out of some jars! We were also delighted that ‘Made in Belfast’ restaurant took an interest in our project and 

their chef used some of our chillies to produce a delicious BBQ sauce- it went down a storm on the burgers at Glenveagh’s 

sports day!  

At the community garden our trainees helped Noreen and Maz to plant sunflower seeds which sprouted really quickly during 

the warm spells in May and June, along with some beautiful summer flowers which were then put on display at Glenveagh’s 

prize day on 21st June. Our Patch trainees then took a well-earned break over July and August. Having young people from 

Glenveagh here in Sólás has been a breath of fresh air. Their love and enthusiasm is infectious and they’re always keen to have 

a bit of fun with the Sólás staff and community garden volunteers.  

We are very grateful to Paul Murphy, whose expertise and technical knowledge on aquaponics and growing is invaluable. Spe-

cial thanks to his team who also looked after the grow room for us over the summer! This project will continue on pilot mode 

over the next year, when Grace and her team will have an opportunity to refine the key features of the programme. Our aim 

is to develop new work opportunities and traineeships for young people with learning disabilities leaving special school in the 

future. The Patch resumes in September and we look forward to welcoming a new cohort of participants from Glenveagh.  

Get Involved 

We are extending this programme to 

include participants aged 19-25 with 

an additional need who have left 

school. Anticipated on-site time is 5 

hours per week at Sólás premises. For 

further information on how you or 

someone you know can get involved 

please call Grace on 07518915403 or 

email grace@solasbt7.com 

We are currently exploring channels 

for selling our homegrown chillies. If 

you or your business are interested in 

purchasing some fresh chillies (several 

varieties) please get in touch.  

‘I was excited to get out of school for the day and do something new...I had 

fun cooking the chillies and working with my friends in a team’ 

Patch trainee 

‘A fantastic year at the Patch! The pilot exceeded our expectations and we have 

exciting development plans for the next 12 months’  
Programme Coordinator 

 Stay updated 

Follow us on  

facebook.com/solas.patch 
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Autism After-school Programme 

Our Autism after-school programme is managed by Heather, and supports the social and developmental needs of children 

aged 4 to 10 years with autism. Heather has worked hard to grow and develop the programme over the past year. We now 

run ten sessions across the week, put on a bus service to a number of special schools including Oakwood and Torbank, and 

have a competent highly skilled core team in place, including Precious, Kathryn D, Kathryn K, Anna and Claire, to deliver the 

day to day support for children attending club. Over the past year we have continued to develop our relationship with QUB’s 

Centre for Behaviour Analysis, and secured excellent practical training for staff on our autism team.  We have an Innovation 

Voucher Research programme on-going with Prof Karola Dillenburger and Dr Katerina Douvani from the Centre, and offer 

students on their Masters programmes an opportunity to gain experience through working in the  ASD after school club. We 

secured some funding this year from Sports NI, and have used some of this to purchase three Balanceability programmes. 

These take the form of a six-week programme, which teach children how to cycle. To sustain the programme going forward, 

we purchased the training pack including balance bikes, helmets etc, and trained five members of staff on delivering the Bal-

anceability program.   We will be rolling this programme out to our after-school clubs over the next year. Whilst our Pro-

gramme Manager, Heather will be moving onto pastures new, we have no doubt that our new Manager, Katie, will put her 

own stamp on the programme and bring many fresh ideas  to the team . We wish Heather the best of luck and thank her for 

her efforts as she begins a Masters at QUB. 

Director’s   Annual 

Report                                                              
Family Support Programme 

Over the past year we delivered three 

parent’s programmes developed from a ‘drop-

in’ approach to a more structured pro-

gramme, focusing on a range of issues encoun-

tered by families in the early stages of the au-

tism journey. Sessions offered parents an op-

portunity to be amongst other parents with 

similar experiences, and covered topics such 

as children’s  developmental milestones, Ma-

katon communication signs, use of visuals, 

diet, cooking for children with autism, and 

mindfulness. Kathryn D headed up this pro-

gramme with input from Anna, Precious, 

Heather, Kathryn K and Claire. Our ASD 

Team will continue to roll this out over the 

coming year. In addition, we have also been 

supported by the BHSCT to deliver a limited 

number of home support packages over the 

past year.  

finding Sólás has been ‘life-changing…it is like a second home’                                                 

Parent 

 

2016/17 After-schools Clubs 
up and running again 

  

Donegall Pass Community 

Centre 

  

Monday 

Tuesday 

Thursday 

  

Ballynafeigh Community 

House 

  

  

Monday 

Tuesday  

Wednesday  

Thursday 

Friday 

 

  

Contact kathryn@solasbt7.com for 
more information or call the office 

02890 247600 

£800 Run for Sólás ASD Programme 

On May Day, Sólás entered two teams in the Belfast City Marathon relay. Both staff and friends generously gave up their Bank 

Holiday to raise vital funds to purchase some much-needed play resources.  Lots of hard work and training in the lead up to 

the event ensured it was a great success. Although tough, the carnival atmosphere and support of the crowd kept the teams 

going and they passed the finish line...eventually! We would like to say a big thank you to everyone who kindly donated to-

wards the £800 raised. Special mention to the efforts of Anna Devlin from our ASD programme who organised the event. 
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The Big Smile ASD Summer Scheme 

Our ASD Team are responsible for the ‘Big Smile’ summer scheme programme, which, this year,  extended to 4 weeks during 

July and August, running across three centres each day. A total of 27 children were supported each week, with 108 places of-

fered across the summer. We were totally overwhelmed by requests for places this year and regrettably we had to turn over 

40 children away. As a result, Sólás presented a case to the Belfast Trust, through the Family Support Hubs and Locality Plan-

ning Group, highlighting the additional pressures that families experience over the summer period and the need to increase 

support services. 

As always the summer scheme could not run without the support of additional staff and volunteers. We are hugely indebted to 

more than 40 volunteers from across all walks of life, who dedicated their time to Sólás summer scheme ensuring that all chil-

dren on the programme had a summer to remember.  I would like to thank Grace, Bria and Heather for the amount of work 

they put in to organising this year’s programme and Anne for promoting the volunteering opportunity with her retired teacher 

volunteers, many of whom helped on our summer scheme this year.  

 

‘Without Big Smile Summer 

Scheme we would be lost!’ 
 

Diesel needs plenty of structure and routine 

and with school being off he normally goes 

into meltdown. He got up every morning 

with a smile and checked his list of activities. 

It’s so good watching your child go off to 

have fun with people he is confident around, 

coming home and telling you about his day 

and what he is looking forward to doing 

next. I can’t describe how big that is for him. 

Also, on the social side of things, Diesel finds 

it hard interacting with other children. I saw 

photos of him at the scheme and he was 

actually hugging another child!!! The staff and 

volunteers are fantastic with the children and 

you get informed feedback about the day’s 

events. If there were any issues, you can be 

assured they will be dealt with in the most 

appropriate way which, as a parent of a child 

with special needs, is very comforting. Not 

only did the scheme help Diesel, it also 

helped us as parents – giving some much 

needed respite. Our family life is very busy 

with having three other children on the 

spectrum (who are, unfortunately, too old 

for the scheme). I was able to attend ap-

pointments with the older children knowing 

Diesel was safe and having fun. We were 

also able to grab a sneaky spot of lunch to 

celebrate our anniversary, while he was at 

summer scheme, which never happens! So 

for that I want to say a massive Thank you to 

Sólás Big Smile Summer Scheme Staff and 

Volunteers – you helped us survive summer.  

Pauline, Daniel and Diesel Rea xxx 

‘my son enjoyed every minute and I got a chance to take my other children out 

and about. Thanks a million’ 

 

Big Smile 2016 
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Contact Us 

CRI Building                   

165-169 Donegall Pass 

Belfast, BT7 1DT  
  

Search ‘Solas Autism’ and ‘Solas Education’  

02890 247600 

www.solasbt7.com  

 

Sólás New Building Challenge 
We’re delighted to report that we’re in the final stages of purchasing the old Belfast 

Met Training Centre on the Ormeau Road. Support from Belfast City Council, Ulster 

Garden Villages and our own funds helped us to purchase this disused building. We 

hope to conclude the purchase by late September 2016. Whilst this is exciting news 

for Sólás, the building does require considerable refurbishment estimated at £60K.  

 

CAN YOU HELP? 
To make this building useable, there are many jobs that need to be undertaken. Sólas 

staff have already started this challenge by sourcing additional funders however, from 

October, we desperately need in-kind support from Trades People as well as hands-

on practical support from people willing to give up a few hours of their time. 

 

 

General ‘Hands-On’        

Support Needed 

 

‘In-kind’ Support 

from Qualified 

Trades People 

 

Donations 

 

Clearing out the building 

 

Plumbing 

 

To create an Outdoor 

Playground   

 

Clearing the outdoor space 

and area for new Playground 

 

Plastering 

  

 

Cleaning 

 

Electrics 

  

 

Painting/Decorating 

 

Heating 

  

 

Organising Fundraising 

Events/Activities 

 

Building Work and 

Landscaping 

  

 

 

 

Please 

help us    

transform   

this     

shell        

of a  

building 

into  

our new         

‘Special 

Needs  

and      

Autism 

Centre’ 
 

 If you can help with any of the above 

or know someone that can, please get 

in touch with our MD Joan Henderson 

by emailing joan@solasbt7.com or 

calling the number below.  

https://www.google.co.uk/imgres?imgurl=http://www.actionduchenne.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/01/belfast-marathon-logo1.jpg&imgrefurl=http://www.actionduchenne.org/belfast-city-marathon-2016/&h=176&w=266&tbnid=aRQPq4VOjCdu1M:&docid=42ZbyxWFhVUpfM&ei=G4LlV

