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The Abecedarian Project, an intensive early learning intervention for at-risk children from infancy through age 5, is one of 
the core longitudinal studies on the effects of high-quality early learning. The Abecedarian Project was led by researchers 
at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. This randomized trial conducted in North Carolina followed children 
from infancy through age 30.  The Project studied 111 infants initially, and retained 101 of these study participants for the 
age 30 follow-up. 

Results at Age 30 - Key Highlights
A January 2012 research article presented the latest findings from the Abecedarian Project, following up on program 
participants at age 30:

•	 Education: By age 30, Abecedarian project participants were four times more likely to have earned a 4-year college 
degree than those not in the program. (23% vs. 6%)  

•	 Employment: By age 30, participants were 42 percent more likely to have been consistently employed than those 
not in the program. (75% vs. 53%)

•	 Public Assistance: At age 30, participants were 80 percent less likely to have used public assistance for extended 
periods of time than those not in the program. (assistance for at least 10 percent of the previous seven years )(4% vs. 
20%)

•	 Parenthood:  By age 30, participants were more likely to delay parenthood, by almost two years, than those not in 
the program. (21.7 years vs. 19.9 years)

Only High-Quality Early Learning Gets Results 
•	 Studies of early learning programs, including the Abecedarian Project, demonstrate that programs must be high in 

quality in order to get strong long-term results.  

•	 Researchers have found that high-quality early learning programs have several key characteristics, including:  

o Small staff-to-child ratios to ensure each child gets sufficient attention; 

o Highly skilled teachers with appropriate compensation;  

o Comprehensive and age-appropriate curricula;  

o Small, age-appropriate class sizes;  

o Screening and referral services for developmental, health or behavior problems;  and

o Strong family involvement and effective parent coaching.  

•	 Recognizing the importance of quality, North Carolina has been a leader among states in promoting quality 
in early learning programs through its Quality Rating and Improvement System (QRIS), the North Carolina 
Star Rated License System.  Early learning programs in North Carolina are rated on key quality characteristics 
including: small child-to-staff ratios, education and experience of teachers and staff, the classroom environment, and 
the quality of interactions between adults and children, among children, and children’s interactions with materials.  
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For research citations on the key characteristics of high-quality programs, please see http://www.americasedge.org/proven-investments/quality-early-education/
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