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This piece was originally posted on the ‘Scottish Primary Teachers’ Facebook page in 

October 2018 in response to social media discussion about the practise of ACE scoring 

children in Scottish schools. I added the same post to the ‘Scottish ASN and Nurture 

Teacher’ group a day later, by request. 

I have adapted the original post below to reflect the format away from social media, but the 

original posts are still searchable on both groups and can be made available by request.  

……………………………………………………………….. 

 

There has been a lot of debate on Twitter over the last few days about the practice of ACE 

screening in schools and even more debate about whether it actually happens or if it is all 

hearsay. 

I have been at events for teachers over the last year where I have been told by several 

teachers from different schools, in different Local Authorities in both England and Scotland, 

that their school had started ACE screening children. When I hear this, I usually say that I 

disagree with the practise and make a few of the points that I will make below. This has led 

to some great conversations as ultimately, teachers just want to do the right thing. 

 

Up until this point, these were all anecdotal stories I had heard at conferences, so for all I 

knew could have just been something that was discussed in their schools and never 

actioned. 

 

But during the last few days of Twitter debate, someone posted a link to documents on the 

Education Scotland website titled, “Using an Adverse Childhood Experiences Tracker to 

inform targeted support in Glasgow” which has attracted quite a lot of attention and criticism. 

However, by publishing this page it shows that this practice is not just anecdotal, it does 

happen in schools. 

 

So, I am just going to share on here what I told the people that I met before. Partly because I 

cannot help myself, but mainly because I think it is important and I am concerned that a lack 

of guidance from above in how we respond to what we know about ACEs may cause a lot of 

harm.  

I hope I do not come across as ranty because I am not having a rant. This is not a personal 

attack or criticism of anyone who has carried out the practice of ACE screening or has been 

advocating for their school to do so. It is just an informed opinion about ACE screening being 

inappropriate in schools, and I hope it is taken as such. 

 

So, as many of you will know, the ACEs (Adverse Childhood Experiences) movement has 

swept across Scotland and some of you will have been to the Portobello Learning Festival, 

ACE Aware Nation, attended screenings of ‘Resilience,’ heard other speakers or might be 

taking part in your local ACEs Hub. Even if you are not, you will probably have heard the 

acronym. 

 

Back in January, a lot of us who are members of the ACEs Scotland Forum wanted more 

localised groups in our areas where we could meet up and share good practice. I founded 

the Edinburgh ACEs Hub and shortly after I started working alongside the Cumbria 

Resilience Project in England as I live there with my partner at weekends and during school 

holidays. Even though I’m a teacher, outside of school I have worked, volunteered and 

completed quite a bit of study in the field of mental health and trauma informed practice, so I 

was really excited to get involved with spreading awareness about ACEs and the potential 

trauma resulting from them- and I’m still really excited about that. 

I think the level of awareness, desire for change, thirst for knowledge and actions being 
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taken to improve the lives and outcomes of our children and young people is fantastic and 

something that we should all be immensely proud of, long may it continue. Keep it up! 

 

That said, there is no place in education for ACE screening the children in our schools and it 

is potentially a really damaging practice that can cause a lot of harm. 

 

Flawed Practise 
 

1. The film ‘Resilience’ is where a lot of people get the idea about ACE screening from, but it 

was not made as a ‘How To’ guide for education. Resilience is a documentary reporting on 

the science behind toxic stress and the resultant long term medical conditions that can be 

linked to childhood adversity. 

 

The film reports on a 20 year old study, carried out amongst predominantly white, middle 

class Americans, who were self-reporting on their own childhood experiences. The study 

was not designed to be carried out on children, and was not designed to be done to 

someone, it was a reflective tool. 

 

Using this film as a basis for screening children in our schools is not what the ACEs study 

was intended for and is fundamentally flawed practice. 

 

2. There are WAY more than 10 ACEs.  

 

I saw someone on Twitter say yesterday, “How come I officially only have 1 ACE, but I’ve 

lived through trauma and adversity my whole life?”  

 

The 10 ACEs that emerged from the study were just the 10 most common 20 years ago, 

from a long list of questions that the participants were asked. 

 

It is not a set of criteria. 

 
3. The 10 ACEs from the original study are already very dated, in that it mentions domestic 

violence experienced by the mother. We now know, 20 years later, that men experience 

domestic violence too but fathers experiencing domestic violence was not considered an 

ACE in the original list. 

 

The original study also misses out the massive ACE of parental bereavement and parental 

abandonment (which is sometimes added to modern lists but in the original study it was just 

divorce). 

 

There is no mention of care experience.  

 

4. Bullying, poverty, undiagnosed neurodevelopmental conditions, community violence, peer 

sexual abuse, serious illness, abandonment, loss in its various forms, exclusion, racism, war, 

sexual exploitation... are all ACEs and the list goes on. All of these can be as equally 

damaging as the 10 on the list that everyone talks about. 

 

5. If there is a list with potentially hundreds of ACEs on it, then how can you possibly quantify 

adversity accurately?  

You cannot. 
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Trauma Cannot Be Quantified 

 
Adverse experiences happen to all of us at some point or another, they are not unique to 

childhood either. Trauma is what is experienced inside a person as a result of these 

experiences, but the way an individual copes with that trauma is dependent on a number of 

factors including the support structures they have in place, the relationships and connections 

they have that remind them they are loved and the example they have been shown in terms 

of how to express their emotions. These factors, and more, contribute towards an 

individuals’ resilience and we are all on a broad spectrum. 

 

Therefore, it is unhelpful to compare individuals’ experiences and their behaviour, for 

example,  

 

“My nephew was adopted too but he doesn’t throw chairs across the classroom.” 

 

“A girl I taught last year’s mum died but she doesn’t sleep around like this girl.” 

 

“I had a tough upbringing, but you don’t see me doing drugs, I just got on with it.” 

 

You will have heard or read people make these comparisons before, you might have made 

them yourself, but they are really unhelpful and frankly a load of judgemental nonsense. 

 

You could have Child A with a high ACE score who gets out of their situation, receives 

therapy, counselling, has a loving family around them and a supportive school. And you can 

have Child B with an ACE score of 1, but no one knows what is going on, they lash out as 

they don’t know how to emotionally regulate and are seen as a problem and naughty and 

may not get appropriate help. 

 

If we are quantifying ACEs then Child A gets the attention and support when it is Child B that 

needs it, what happened to GIRFEC? 

 

Those of you who have seen Resilience will remember Jack Shonkoff explaining the 

difference between toxic stress (where there is no support in place) and normal stress 

(where there is support) and the issues toxic stress causes over time. The purpose of the 

film is to show the effects that toxic stress can have in the body from a medical perspective. 

 

No matter what anyone says, quantifying anything to measure the effectiveness of 

interventions leads to an action plan being put in place and support will be directed 

accordingly to what looks like the biggest need on paper- the higher ACE score- which is not 

necessarily appropriate. 

 

We in the role of a teacher, should not be asked to delve into this arena, we are not properly 

trained to and those of us who do have our counselling qualifications or therapeutic training 

know that the role of a teacher and the role of a therapist/counsellor have a conflict of 

interest in terms of confidentiality. 

 

Dr. Nadine Burke Harris, is seen in the film giving a mother an ACEs screening sheet for her 

daughter and says, “We don’t need to know which ones, just the number.” Even Dr. Burke 

Harris does not delve into the privacy of children to identify their experiences. As a doctor, 

she screens children because she is concerned about the effects of toxic stress on their 

future health outcomes and wants to mitigate against that. 
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She does not screen them and put interventions in place so that she can measure the before 

and after difference in their literacy or numeracy attainment! 

 

ACE screening is not an educational tool. 

 

Ethics 

 

 

Furthermore, educational establishments that ACE screen children are on a shaky peg in 

terms of ethics. Anyone who has ever sat through a Child Planning Meeting will know that 

even when you think you know a child and family well, there is still so much more going on 

that you will never know.  

 

Think of your own children, does their teacher know everything going on in their lives? I 

doubt it. 

 

1. If schools are screening, how do they do it? If staff are screening, then the “score” is 

probably incorrect anyway. 

 

2. Are parents being asked permission, or to contribute to the screening and if so, are they 

made fully aware of the real purpose of ACE scoring and that it is not an educational tool but 

a self- reflection tool for adults? 

 

3. Are children being asked to contribute to the screening? The first rule of trauma informed 

practice is, “Do No Harm” and you cannot convince me that asking children to reflect and 

contribute to such a serious screening process, out with the structures and supports of a 

therapeutic environment, is not harmful. 

 

4. Who sees the data collected via the screening process? Key school staff are often aware 

of very significant traumatic events that happen to a child (e.g. childhood sexual assault), but 

that is not widely shared or known about in the same way people would know about a child 

losing a parent.  

If there is ACE screening then it follows that someone, somewhere is measuring something, 

and therefore there will have to be discussion, moderation, quality assurance and the rest. Is 

this private information being passed around the staffroom? 

 

Article 16 of the UNCRC states that children have the right to privacy, and that’s not just 

about them being annoyed at their parents reading their diaries or checking their social 

media, they have the right not to have their trauma quantified, analysed and shared amongst 

people who don’t need to know about it. 

 

I think that on the whole, no school or education establishment would have embarked upon 

ACE screening if they did not think that they were doing a good thing, we want to do the best 

we can for the children. Many of the people that I spoke to that I mentioned at the start of 

this piece, watched Resilience or went to a talk and thought that screening might be the 

thing to help. 

 

In education, we are constantly being told to take on initiative after initiative, jumping in with 

two feet all guns blazing before dumping it for the next thing to come along. ACEs and 

trauma are not an initiative though, they are the reality for many of the children in our 

schools and their parents. Whilst I hope the practice of ACE screening in schools is an 
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initiative that disappears, I really do hope that ACE awareness continues and spreads and 

grows, with a move towards training staff properly in trauma informed practice becoming the 

norm. 

 

Moving Forward 
 

We do not need to know if children have one ACE, ten ACEs or what those ACEs are 

specifically, I very much see our role here as the providers of education in an environment 

that is nurturing, caring and full of empathy. Schools should be signposting the family to 

supportive services and key staff knowing the details to protect child privacy. 

 

We should demonstrate to the child we are there to listen to them if they need us, treating 

them with fairness, kindness, respect, and that we value them by having conversations and 

acknowledging them. But this applies to all children ACEs or not. 

 

If a child is in severe distress and acting in a challenging or violent way, then that is not ok. 

The school support should be focusing on emotional regulation techniques and strategies, 

safe spaces, and restorative practice. Trauma doesn’t heal because people build a 

relationship with you alone and judging by what a lot of teachers have said lately, it seems 

they are being told to go build relationships as a solution to children in extreme distress 

which can actually exacerbate the situation.  

 

No one throws a chair across a classroom unless they are hurting.  

 

Having a strong bond with their teacher may make them feel safer and more secure in 

school, but it’s not going to stop them worrying if they will have food that night, if their mum 

will be passed out or stop them feeling anxious about who is going to climb into their bed 

that night. 

 

It is not ok to hurt other children and adults or destroy furniture, even if there is a lot going 

on. The distress of the trauma explains WHY it happened, and it is important that we are all 

empathetic and do not punish children for having poor emotional regulation, but it is not ok 

and there are consequences for all of our actions, so there should be that consistency. It 

does the child no favours to pretend it did not happen and does not teach them any life skills. 

 

Rather than wasting time ACE screening children and collecting data, de-escalation 

techniques and emotional literacy programmes will help. It might also mean there are not so 

many despondent teachers feeling broken by behaviour and an inconsistent message about 

how to handle it. 

 

Anyway... I apologise if I have been too ranty or you feel I am being judgemental. If you 

work  in a school where there has been ACE screening or if you suggested it to your school 

and are a bit annoyed at me, then I am sorry you feel that way. As I said, I think those who 

do ACE screen their children do it from a place of wanting to do the right thing, but really 

need more guidance. 

 

Do no harm. 

 

 

 


