
Screening Tools 
Overview
This fact sheet explains why providers should screen 
for ACEs and describes the tools that should be used 
to screen children, adolescents, and adults for ACEs.

Screening for ACEs and toxic stress and providing targeted, evidence-based 
interventions for toxic stress can: 
• Improve efficacy and efficiency of health care;
• Better support individual and family health and well-being; and
• Reduce long-term health costs.

ACE Screening Tools
The tools used to screen children, adolescents, and adults for ACEs are 
available in de-identified and identified formats:

For Children and Adolescents (Ages 0–19)
The Pediatric ACEs and Related Life Events Screener (PEARLS) was 
developed by the Bay Area Research Consortium on Toxic Stress and 
Health (BARC), a partnership between the Center for Youth Wellness, the 
University of California, San Francisco (UCSF), and UCSF Benioff Children's 
Hospital Oakland.  
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The PEARLS includes an ACE screen (Part 1) as well as a social 
determinants of health (SDOH) screen (Part 2) — for a total of 17-19 
questions, depending on child age (Figure 4). Only Part 1 is used to 
calculate a child's ACE score. Below is more information about the two 
parts:

Part 1: ACE screen—10 questions that screen for history of abuse, neglect, 
and household dysfunction (Figure 1). The ACE score refers to the total 
number of ACE categories experienced, rather than the severity or 
frequency of any one category. The total score ranges between 0 and 10. 

Part 2: It is recognized that social determinants of health (SDOH) 
other than ACEs are associated with health risks and may also be risk 
factors for toxic stress. These include community violence, food and 
housing insecurity, bullying, discrimination, and a caregiver’s physical 
illness or death. 

The social determinants of health also should be addressed with 
appropriate services as indicated, but they should not be added to the 
ACE score for the purpose of the toxic stress risk assessment, treatment 
planning, and billing. While validated odds ratios are available in large, 
population-based studies utilizing the 10 standardized ACE criteria, the 
strengths of association between these SDOH and health outcomes have 
not been similarly standardized. 
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There are three versions of the tool, based on age and reporter, for a total 
of 17-19 questions (10 ACE categories and seven to nine SDOH categories):

• PEARLS child tool, for ages 0–11, to be completed by a caregiver
• PEARLS adolescent tool,  for ages 12–19, to be completed by a

caregiver

• PEARLS for adolescent self-report tool, for ages 12–19, to be
completed by the adolescent

Providers receive a single Medi-Cal payment if the adolescent OR their  
caregiver completes the PEARLS adolescent tool. However, the best  
practice is for both the adolescent and the caregiver to each complete a 
tool. When these yield different scores, the higher score should be used 
in toxic stress risk assessment, treatment planning, and billing.

Screening Tools Overview • ACEsAware.org • 3



Figure 4. PEARLS –  
De-Identified for ACEs and Identified for SDOH
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Figure 4. PEARLS –  
De-Identified for ACEs and Identified for SDOH
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For Adults (Ages 18 and Older)
The ACE Questionnaire for Adults was adapted from the work of Kaiser 
Permanente and the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC). 
A version of the tool (Figure 5) has been compiled by the Office of the 
California Surgeon General and the Department of Health Care Services, 
in consultation with the ACEs Aware Clinical Advisory Subcommittee. 

Figure 5. ACE Questionnaire for Adults — De-Identified
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Figure 5. ACE Questionnaire for Adults — Identified

If an alternative version of the ACE Questionnaire for Adults is used, it must 
contain questions on the 10 original categories of ACEs to qualify for  
Medi-Cal payment (Figure 1). For 18- and 19-year-olds, either tool may be 
used. For patients 20 years and older, the adolescent self-report version of 
the PEARLS is also acceptable.



Tool Formats 
Both tools are available in de-identified and identified formats:

1. De-Identified: Respondents count the number of ACE
categories on the screening tool that they or their child has
experienced, and indicate only the total score — without identifying
which ACE(s) they or their child experienced.

2. Identified: Respondents count the number of ACEs categories on the
screening tool that they or their child has experienced and specify
which ACE(s) they or their child experienced.

Find the ACE Screening Tools at ACEsAware.org/screening-tools.

For information on the clinical response 
to ACEs and toxic stress, see the "Clinical 
Response to Adverse Childhood 
Experiences and Toxic Stress" fact sheet at 
ACEsAware. org/toolkit/clinical-response.

For information on Medi-Cal payment, see 
the "Medi-Cal Certification and Payment"  
fact sheet at ACEsAware.org/toolkit/
certification-and-payment. 

Visit ACEsAware.org and join us as we launch a movement — led by the
Office of the California Surgeon General and the California Department  
of Health Care Services — to ensure everyone is ACEs Aware.
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