
Program Description
Florida International University (FIU) partnered with multiple 

community agencies has developed and implemented a two-year 

non-degree, inclusive postsecondary program for students ages 

22-26 with intellectual disabilities (ID) called Project Panther 

PLUS: Postsecondary Learning for Universal Success. The 

program is designed to develop a well-rounded and self-sufficient 

young adult in an inclusive and supportive university community 

of learners who will be marketable for competitive, integrated and 

paid employment and be able to live independently upon 

graduation. The program was launched in Summer 2016 with its 

first cohort of five (5) students.

Project Panther PLUS is an initiative led by the School of 

Education & Human Development at FIU in partnership with 

Parent to Parent of Miami, Inc., Best Buddies, and the Center for 

Independent Living.

Program of Study & Support
In Project Panther PLUS, students enroll in regular university 

classes for audit. The Program of Study (POS) currently includes 

over twenty (20) University courses in a number of categories 

such as Writing and Communication and Personal Finance, a 

variety of workshops and seminars, and campus- and 

community-based specialized internships. 

During the second semester, students are required to select one 

(1) of two (2) Areas of Specialization: Computing & Technology 

and Health & Wellness, which allow students to further specialize 

their academic knowledge and employment skills based upon 

their interests, much like college majors. 

PLUS students are also assigned a Student Support Specialist 

(SSS; n=1), a FIU graduate student, for individual and group 

mentoring sessions focused on academic access and support as 

well as social inclusion on the University campus.
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STAR PCP Process
PLUS students are required to participate in the Students 

Transitioning to Adult Roles (STAR) Person-Centered Planning (PCP) 

process which invites the students to plan their futures centered 

around five (5) transition domains (e.g., Independent Living, Self-

Determination) alongside members of their support network. This 

process allows for the student and his/her system of supports to set 

short- and long-term goals in these five (5) domains and identify key 

people who will assist the student in accomplishing each goal. 

Considering the key goals of the program, employment and 

independent living, the STAR PCP process is crucial to utilizing the 

student’s time in the program wisely, and more specifically, the 

student’s time in the Independent Living Experience (ILE).

Independent Living Experience
During the second year of the program, students are required to 

participate in the Independent Living Experience (ILE) to further 

develop their independent living skills and better prepare them for 

independent living in the community. To smoothly transition the 

students away from living at home, students move into on-campus 

apartments with members of their student cohort for a three (3) 

month period with Live-In Resident Coordinators (LRC) that provide 

instruction and guidance to students in a number of key areas such 

as financial planning, meal preparation, laundry, etc. 

Following the on-campus ILE at BBC Bayview Apartments, students 

then transition to community living of the student and family’s choice 

near the University campus. The student can either live alone or with 

a roommate (e.g., sibling, fellow PLUS student). In the community 

living setting, students are still supported by program staff but to a 

lesser extent to allow the student to use and apply the skills 

developed and refined in the on-campus residential component. 

Live-In Resident Coordinators
The LRC’s (n=2) are FIU undergraduate or graduate students that 

serve as peer facilitators to encourage a positive, healthy, safe, and 

cooperative living environment that fosters independence through the 

promotion of daily independent living skills, self-care, and appropriate 

social behaviors. The LRC’s assist students in maintaining a daily 

schedule and morning and evening routines including planning and 

preparing meals, laundry, budgeting money, and weekend social 

activities.

During the on-campus ILE, the LRC’s live in the apartment with the 

PLUS students in either a 2- or 4-bedroom apartment with a private 

room and shared living space. The program covers monthly rent for 

the apartment for both students and live-in project staff as well as 

provides the staff with a biweekly paycheck for the three month 

experience.

Independent Living Mentoring
Through the program partnership with The Center for Independent 

Living (CIL), the students are provided with weekly workshops 

focused on important life skills that encourage self-confidence and 

growth while promoting independence and social skills. 

These workshops are hands-on and on-site at the BBC Bayview 

Apartments in order to facilitate the transition into adulthood and 

independent living. The Independent Living Mentoring component of 

ILE is twelve (12) weeks of three (3) times per week workshops 

focused on units such as transportation, personal grooming, nutrition, 

and medication management. Every week students focus on key 

activities in order to master each unit, such as laundry or real-world 

cases. 

Additionally, CIL works with PLUS students on their Independent 

Living Plans (ILP) to identify, develop, and periodically review their 

individual goals regarding independent living and help them in 

achieving those goals.  Possible goals include Communication, 

Transportation, and Personal Resource Management.
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