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Long Island parks add ‘communication boards' to aid nonverbal
expression

Automated narration. Learn more
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This Rocco's Voice for Autism communication board, which was recently added to Blumenfeld Family Park in Port Washington, can help nonverbal individuals express themselves.
Credit: Newsday / Steve Pfost

By Joshua Needelman
joshua.needelman@newsday.com
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It wasn't until Sonny Spagnuolo's son, Rocco, was about 9 or 10 that Sonny said he got to "meet my son" for the first
time.

Rocco, who has autism, is nonverbal and spent the early years of his life communicating using a device. Then, Sonny
said, Rocky learned to express himself with a letter board, which features the alphabet and is used by nonspeaking
individuals to spell out thoughts and feelings.

The breakthrough motivated Spagnuolo to create innovative ways for individuals with intellectual
and developmental disabilities to communicate, and in 2017, he launched Rocco's Voice for Autism. The Bethpage
nonprofit has installed about 30 communication boards — which have images and words of various actions,

emotions and more — at parks and schools across Long Island.
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9/2/26, 12:38 PM Long Island parks add tools for nonverbal communication - Newsday

The Town of North Hempstead installed its first communication board from Rocco's Voice at John D. Caemmerer
Park in Albertson in January, and added another last month at Blumenfeld Family Park in Port Washington.

“Everyone should feel welcome at the park,” town Councilwoman Mariann Dalimonte, who represents Port

Washington, said in an interview. “It’s about creating an inclusive and accessible park for everyone.”

The board marks the latest effort in Port Washington to reach individuals with intellectual and developmental

disabilities. The peninsulais also home to the nonprofit vocational and employment agencies the Nicholas Center

and Spectrum Designs, as well as the Books for Dessert reading club.

A close-up of the communication board shows various emotions and simple expressions at Blumenfeld Family Park in Port Washington. Credit:
Newsday/Steve Pfost

The town board accepted the communication board as a gift last December. It was valued at $1,220, according to
the resolution.

Supervisor Jennifer DeSena said in a statement that “every child deserves the chance to play, be understood, and
feel at home in their neighborhood park."

The board is "not just another amenity but our way of making sure every child and family feels part of our

community," she said.

The board, which is double-sided, is 6 feet wide and 3 feet tall and is mounted 12 to 18 inches above the ground,
Dalimonte said. It includes icons for every letter in the alphabet, as well as numbers zero through nine. It also has
images portraying various emotions: “happy” and “mad”; bodily needs: “hungry” and “thirsty”; and actions: "jump"
and "play."
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The idea for the communication boards came from Anna Di Chiara, Rocco's Voice's executive director. Di Chiara had
seen similar boards at parks in North Carolina.

The nonprofit has donated communication boards to 13 parks in Oyster Bay Town and 10 in Hempstead Town. It

also helps build inclusive playgrounds and has a scholarship program.

Rocco's Voice will donate a communication board to Port Washington North for the village’s long-planned

accessible playground, for which bids are going out this week, Mayor Robert Weitzner said in an interview.

“It’s really important, at any location but especially a playground, to have children of all ages and abilities be able to

communicate,” Weitzner said. “These communication boards give children the ability to speak for themselves.

Stella Spanakos, co-founder of the Nicholas Center, has a son who is nonverbal. She said in an interview the boards
are a "great tool."

Advertisement

"It's a beautiful step to see communities come together, where everybody is really an active participant; they're not
just hanging out on the sidelines,' Spanakos said. "To be able to say, 'No, | want to play on the slide.! Ah, soit’s the

slide that you like."

Earlier in the year, Spagnuolo and Di Chiara attended a park where a board had recently been installed. They
noticed a mother and a son pointing at the board. Spagnuolo and Di Chiara approached the mother, who told them

her son was using it to communicate.

"Watching them use it," Spagnuolo said, "it's very moving, and very emotional."

By Joshua Needelman
joshua.needelman@newsday.com

Joshua Needelman covers the Town of North Hempstead for Newsday. A Long Island native and University of
Maryland graduate, his work has appeared in publications including The New York Times and The Washington Post.
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