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Lorlyn Muhammad spends much of her day praying for her 13-year-old son Khalid.

"You think, 'Thank God he woke up,' " said Muhammad, 48, a Detroit resident. "Sometimes I think, 'Am I dreaming this?' "

Khakis Muhammad was born with cerebral palsy. He can't talk, see or walk.

"My son requires 24-hour care," she said. "Tiny things become important. If my child smiled that day, I'm grateful."

The Muhammads participate in the Detroit Family Support 360° Project, a program that points moms and dads of severely disabled children to sources of help for their youngsters and themselves.

Muhammad cares for her son at home with her husband, daughter and granddaughter.

"You know you've got to do it out of love," she said. "It puts you in a whole different world. It makes you think in a different way."

Caring for a severely disabled teenager is exhausting, both physically and emotionally, she said.

"I used to say, 'Why me?' Then I thought, 'Why anybody?' " said Muhammad. "He's a blessing because of what he gives me -- a different outlook about what life is really about. It's not about material things."

Appreciating and caring about people is what's important to Muhammad.

"He's given that to me," she said.

She turned to the 360° Project for more than good advice.

"They ask you 'What do you need?' she said. "Just to be able to listen to other people in the group soothes me. They encourage me."

A great need in city
The program is aimed at Detroit families with children suffering from serious permanent disabilities that affect at least three areas of their life, said Elizabeth Janks, associate director for training and community support for the Developmental Disabilities Institute at Wayne State University.

Youngsters may be autistic or forced to deal with intellectual disabilities or Down syndrome, she said.

Parents and loved ones who sign up for the program are informed about agencies that offer the services they need, from transportation and housing assistance to temporary child-care and speech therapy.

Family support navigators -- people caring for their own youngsters with disabilities -- are assigned to parents to help guide them through the social-service maze.

"There's a lot of children with disabilities in Detroit. We have a higher than average number of children in special education," said Janks.

Eight percent of children born in Detroit from 2001 to 2003 suffer from a birth defect, she said. The national average is 3%-5%.

Poverty, lack of insurance, little prenatal care, lead poisoning and other factors fuel the problem, she said.

Detroit resident Pepper Wilcoxson-Bey, 43, has served on the 360° Project's parent advisory board for the past two years.

"Having a daughter with special needs, I'm more in tune with the lack of knowledge of resources for children with special needs and the lack of knowledge of family rights," she said.

A quest for ideas
Board members meet with parents, lawyers, medical personnel and others to brainstorm ideas to help families gain better access to services and resources, she said.

Wilcoxson-Bey said Detroit's bureaucratic maze can sometimes limit access to vital services, like respite care -- when someone looks after a child for a short time so parents can go shopping, see a movie or enjoy other activities.

The 360° Project has added an extra joy to her life, she said, "in my being able to give back to somebody else; to show them what the possibilities are."

For more information about the program, call 888-978-4334, and leave a message. Also, go to ddi.wayne.edu/detroit360.php.
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