
What Are ACEs? 
Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs)

ACEs are disruptions to the promotion of safe, stable, and nurturing family relationships and are 

characterized by stressful or traumatic events that occur during an individual’s first 18 years of 

life.i Research consistently indicates that limiting ACEs is central to healthy child development and 

wellness across an individual’s lifespan.

 
What is an ACE score?
An ACE score is a tally of different types of abuse, neglect, and other hallmarks of a rough 
childhood. A majority of Americans have at least one or more ACEsii.

Why Probation Officers? 

Probation officers can play a crucial role in identifying adverse childhood experiences of the 

individuals under community supervision on their caseloads. Studies show that adverse childhood 

experiences can be predictive of an individual’s risk to reoffend.vi This provides an opportunity for 

probation officers to mitigate re-traumatization of the individuals under community supervision and 

reduce recidivism.

Every 2 out 3 children 
experience 1 or more traumatic 

events before the age of 16.iv

Girls are more likely to 
experience traumatic events 
than boys, and BIPOC children 
are more likely to experience 
ACEs than white children.v

A Guide For 
Probation Officers

98% of the prison population has 
experienced at least one ACE, and more 
than three quarters of incarcerated 
individuals have a significant trauma 
history (4 or more ACEs). iii  98%

http://reoffend.vi


ACEs
CATEGORIES 

NEGLECT

Emotional Neglect

The child’s feelings are ignored, or their 
family does not look out for each other, 
make them feel close, or supported. 

Physical Neglect

The child does not have enough to 
eat, has to wear dirty clothes, and has 
no one to take them to the doctor 
if needed. An adult is too under the 
influence to care for the child.

HOUSEHOLD CHALLENGES

Domestic Violence

A family member is being pushed, grabbed, slapped, kicked, 
bitten, hit with a fist, or threatened with a gun or knife.

Substance Use

A household member misuses alcohol or uses street drugs.

Mental Illness

A household member is depressed, mentally ill, or has 
attempted suicide.

Parental Separation or Divorce

or the child lost a biological parent through divorce, 
abandonment, or another reason.

Incarceration 

A household member went to prison.

ABUSE

Emotional Abuse

The child is frequently sworn at, insulted, put down, 
humiliated, or made them fearful of being physically hurt.

Physical Abuse

An adult living in the household frequently 
pushes, grabs, slaps, or throws things at the 
child, or hits them to become injured.

Sexual Abuse

A person at least 5 years older than the child touches 
or fondles the child in a sexual manner, or attempts 
to have, or has, sexual intercourse with the child.

Undermining 
a child’s sense of safety and 
stability and exacerbating 
levels of toxic stress 
can harm aspects of 
the nervous, endocrine, 
and immune systems 
and lead to disrupted 
neurodevelopment across 
the lifespan.vii

Susceptibility to Mental 
Health Challenges 
Childhood trauma and 
household challenges 
correlate to lifetime 
depression, anxiety, and 
post-traumatic stress 

disorder. Approx. 2/3 of suicide attempts are 
attributable to exposure to forms of trauma 
encompassed in ACEs.viii

Disruption and Absence of Intervention 
lead to social, emotional, and cognitive impairment, 
and the adoption of health risk behaviors (e.g. 
smoking, drug use, disordered eating, unsafe sexual 
behaviors – often adopted as coping mechanisms).vii

Likelihood for Diminished Life Opportunities 
Socioeconomic indicators (e.g., educational 
attainment, employment, and income) are often 
interconnected and serve as determinants to 
subsequent life opportunities, which impact a 
person’s health and quality of life.vii (e.g., an increased 
risk of chronic diseases like diabetes, cancer, and 
heart disease).

Association 
Between
ACEs & Health 
Outcomes



1.  Operating with a 
trauma-informed lens

• Realizing that trauma has a widespread impact on 
individuals, families, groups, organizations, and communities 
and having an understanding of paths to recovery 

• Advocating for department-wide trainings on recognizing 
the signs and symptoms of trauma in individuals under 
community supervision, staff, and others in the system. 
Creating a list of local services and resources that would be 
beneficial for those who need additional support. You can 
find an example of this on page 4.

• Resisting re-traumatization of individuals on your caseload 
by creating a sense of safety in the areas that you and that 

individual meet. 

2. Screening all individuals for ACEs 

• By using an ACE questionnaire like the ACEs Aware 
Adult Questionnaire linked hereix, both you and the 
individual under community supervision can gain a better 
understanding of their trauma background. 

• After screening for ACEs, providing person-centered 
interventions and working with the individual/family on 
solutions that aim for the best possible outcome.

3.    Becoming a bridge to support 

• Once a high ACE score is identified for the individual under 
community supervision, therapeutic resources and services 
should be implemented to address this past trauma, (e.g., 
a mental health professional), which has the potential to 
reduce their risk of recidivism.vi

• Connecting individuals under community supervision to 
resources that can elevate their education level, vocational 
skills, and self-control can lower their risk of reoffense.vi

• Modeling healthy, trustworthy relationships by 
establishing clear boundaries/expectations and displaying 
healthy emotion management.

• Using strength-based protective questions which can 
contribute to resilience and can be interspersed with 
questions about adversity. Including these questions 
contributes to better solution.

MAJOR POINTS:
What could an ACEs aware 
probation system look like?3

https://www.acesaware.org/learn-about-screening/screening-tools/screening-tools-additional-languages/
http://recidivism.vi
http://reoffense.vi


Community Resource Contact List
Please fill out the services that your community has available within each section to create a quick reference desk resource. Feel 
free to copy and add additional boxes for contacts as needed. 

Service Area Agency Name Contact

Mental Health/Behavioral Health

Substance Use

Medical Services

Housing Services

Education/Vocational

Transportation

Financial Services

Child and Family Services

Protective Questions in Action: 

• Allows the person responding to feel recognized for more 
than just negative events and problems in their life. 

• Gives a fuller, more accurate picture of the situation, 
opens more potential solutions, increases a sense of 
manageability, and decreases the chances of “armoring” 
by workers faced with community member problems that 
seem insurmountable. 

• Increases the likelihood that the strengths can be used 
during the service delivery process, providing a source 
of further skill development for the individual under 
community supervision that can play a role in increasing 
positive outcomes. 

Examples of Protective Questions:
“In your childhood, was there a person or persons in your 
family who took a positive interest in you?”

“Did people in your family look out for and support each 
other?”

“Were there some things as a family you enjoyed doing 
together?”

“In your childhood, was there a person or persons outside 
the family who supported you? Motivated you? Seemed to 
appreciate your strengths?”



References

i. Bethell CD, Carle A, Hudziak J, et al. Methods to Assess Adverse Childhood Experiences of Children and Families: 
Toward Approaches to Promote Child Well-being in Policy and Practice. Acad Pediatr. 2017;17(7S):S51–S69. 
doi:10.1016/j. acap.2017.04.161 

ii. Starecheski L. Take the ACE Quiz – And Learn What It Does And Doesn’t Mean. National Public Radio. March 2, 2015. 
https://www.npr.org/sections/health-shots/2015/03/02/387007941/take-the-ace-quiz-and-learn-what-it-does-and-
doesnt-mean 

iii. Childhood Trauma Statistics. Compassion Prison Project. https://compassionprisonproject.org/childhood-trauma-
statistics/

iv. Copeland WE, Keeler G, Angold A, Costello EJ. Traumatic events and posttraumatic stress in childhood. Arch Gen 
Psychiatry. 2007;64(5):577-584. doi:10.1001/archpsyc.64.5.577

v. Mersky JP, Choi C, Plummer Lee C, Janczewski CE. Disparities in adverse childhood experiences by race/ethnicity, 
gender, and economic status: Intersectional analysis of a nationally representative sample. Child Abuse Negl. 
2021;117:105066. doi:10.1016/j.chiabu.2021.105066

vi. Heirigs MH, Tatman AT, Richey T, Loudon A, Bell H. Predicting Recidivism Using Adverse Childhood Experiences & the 
Level of Service Inventory. Justice Policy Journal. 2020; 17(1):1-16.

vii. Nelson CA, Scott RD, Bhutta ZA, Harris NB, Danese A, Samara M. Adversity in childhood is linked to mental and 
physical health throughout life. BMJ. 2020;371:m3048. Published 2020 Oct 28. doi:10.1136/bmj.m3048

viii. Dube SR, Anda RF, Felitti VJ, Chapman DP, Williamson DF, Giles WH. Childhood Abuse, Household Dysfunction, and 
the Risk of Attempted Suicide Throughout the Life Span: Findings From the Adverse Childhood Experiences Study. 
JAMA. 2001;286(24):3089–3096. doi:10.1001/jama.286.24.3089 

ix. Screening Tools in Multiple Languages. ACEs Aware.  
https://www.acesaware.org/learn-about-screening/screening-tools/screening-tools-additional-languages/ 

This document’s creation was supported by the 2021-2022 APA Foundation Justice Fellows. 
For more information about our justice-related work, visit apafdn.org or email justice@psych.org to get involved today.

American Psychiatric Association Foundation
800 Maine Avenue, S.W., Suite 900 

Washington, District of Columbia 20024

https://www.npr.org/sections/health-shots/2015/03/02/387007941/take-the-ace-quiz-and-learn-what-it-does-and-doesnt-mean
https://www.npr.org/sections/health-shots/2015/03/02/387007941/take-the-ace-quiz-and-learn-what-it-does-and-doesnt-mean
https://compassionprisonproject.org/childhood-trauma-statistics/
https://compassionprisonproject.org/childhood-trauma-statistics/
https://www.acesaware.org/learn-about-screening/screening-tools/screening-tools-additional-languages/
http://apafdn.org
mailto:justice@psych.org

	Text Field 1: 
	Text Field 9: 
	Text Field 17: 
	Text Field 25: 
	Text Field 33: 
	Text Field 41: 
	Text Field 49: 
	Text Field 57: 
	Text Field 2: 
	Text Field 10: 
	Text Field 18: 
	Text Field 26: 
	Text Field 34: 
	Text Field 42: 
	Text Field 50: 
	Text Field 58: 
	Text Field 3: 
	Text Field 11: 
	Text Field 19: 
	Text Field 27: 
	Text Field 35: 
	Text Field 43: 
	Text Field 51: 
	Text Field 59: 
	Text Field 4: 
	Text Field 12: 
	Text Field 20: 
	Text Field 28: 
	Text Field 36: 
	Text Field 44: 
	Text Field 52: 
	Text Field 60: 
	Text Field 5: 
	Text Field 13: 
	Text Field 21: 
	Text Field 29: 
	Text Field 37: 
	Text Field 45: 
	Text Field 53: 
	Text Field 61: 
	Text Field 6: 
	Text Field 14: 
	Text Field 22: 
	Text Field 30: 
	Text Field 38: 
	Text Field 46: 
	Text Field 54: 
	Text Field 62: 
	Text Field 7: 
	Text Field 15: 
	Text Field 23: 
	Text Field 31: 
	Text Field 39: 
	Text Field 47: 
	Text Field 55: 
	Text Field 63: 
	Text Field 8: 
	Text Field 16: 
	Text Field 24: 
	Text Field 32: 
	Text Field 40: 
	Text Field 48: 
	Text Field 56: 
	Text Field 64: 


