What Docs Should Know
About the Adverse Childhood
Experiences and Toxic Stress

Early Childhood Development is critical:
700 new neuronal connections per second are being made in early childhood. Eighteen
months is the age at which disparities in vocabulary appear and there is a 4-9$ return on
the investment for every dollar invested in early childhood. You have powerful everyday
opportunities to set the foundation for lifelong health and success.	
  

Toxic Stress Basics:
Learning how to cope with adversity is an important part of healthy development.
Healthy development can be derailed by excessive or prolonged stress exposure with
damaging effects on learning, development and health with lifelong consequences.
Relationships and supportive early childhood environments are the ingredients that
support a developing child’s ability to navigate stress. Toxic stress occurs with exposure
to strong, frequent or prolonged adversity and is reinforced in the absence of supportive
first relationships	
  .	
  

	
  

What Is the ACE Study?
The Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACE) Study is one of the largest
investigations ever conducted to assess associations between childhood
maltreatment and many of the other social determinants of health and later-life
health and well-being.
More than 17,000 Health Maintenance Organization (HMO) members
undergoing a comprehensive physical examination chose to provide detailed
information about their childhood experience of abuse, neglect, and family
dysfunction.
The ACE Study findings suggest that certain experiences are major risk factors for
the leading causes of illness and death as well as poor quality of life in the United
States. It highlights the need to address the earliest influences and social
determinants of health as a critical approach to addressing lifelong health. The
results are also compelling in showing the “confounding” impact of many
adverse experiences.
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What Adverse Childhood Experiences were looked at?
Growing up experiencing any of the following conditions in the household prior to age
18:
10 ACEs studied are:

Childhood abuse
Emotional
Physical
Sexual
Neglect
Emotional
Physical

Growing up in a seriously dysfunctional household as
evidenced by:
•
•
•
•
•

Witnessing domestic violence
Alcohol or other substance abuse in the home
Mentally ill or suicidal household members
Parental marital discord (as evidenced by separation or divorce)
Crime in the home (as evidenced by having a household member
imprisoned)

ACES are common:

Almost two thirds of the participants had at least one. More than 20% had 3 or more.
The association between ACEs and unhealthy adult lifestyles has been well
documented. Having an adverse childhood experience is associated with many
poor outcomes and having more than 1 has a “cumulative” impact on health
outcomes: the more ACEs experienced leads to a markedly higher incidence of a
bad outcome.
Children exposed to violence are more likely to:
• Abuse drugs or alcohol
• Suffer depression, anxiety or post trauma distress
• Fail or have difficulty in school
• Become delinquent and engage in criminal behavior
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With 7 ACES

90% will have developmental delay
Students dealing with trauma:
2 ½ times more likely to fail a grade
Score lower on standardized achievement test scores
Have more receptive or expressive language difficulties
Are suspended more often
Are designated to special education more frequently

The ACE Study demonstrates that early stress is a strong factor for developing the
following national health problems:
• Cardiovascular disease
• Cancer
• Heart attacks
• High blood pressure
• Stroke
• Diabetes
• Weight gain (especially abdominal fat)
• Exhaustion
• Reduced Growth Hormone Levels
• Compromised immune function
• Bone loss
A decade of rigorous research demonstrates that sustained stress in childhood results in
overproduction of cortisol, with profound, lifelong impact on the brain and body.
Nurturing relationships and high quality early childhood supports including quality early
education and care and home visiting are key to mitigating the impact of exposure to
toxic stress, as are initiatives aimed at preventing the root causes of adverse experiences.

What can you do in practice?
Assess and support relationships as a vital sign: first relationships determine life-long health
trajectories, screen for ACEs and make appropriate referrals and interventions when
positive, give supportive anticipatory guidance to promote positive parenting and social
emotional health, explore implementing collocation models, collaborating with mental
health and other professionals to provide direct services in primary care, learn about
building resilience and executive function and share tools and community resources with
families around these areas, become aware of community organizations and services
that promote health development (see key resources at docs for tots medical home
area)

What can you do in the community?
Partner with early childhood organizations to identify opportunities to better support
positive parenting and first relationships, share resources, offer trainings, and promote
community and media awareness of toxic stress and first relationships, make community
resources available to address and opportunities to promote primary prevention, serve in
an advisory capacity to early childhood programs and partner closely with them,
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consistently articulate the health impact and cost of not addressing adverse childhood
experiences.

What can you do at the policy level?
Advocate for policies and investments that promote positive parenting and first
relationships, advocate for quality early education and child care and home visiting,
partner with your state to promote linkages with the medical home across early
childhood systems, advocate for investments in evidence based treatment and
intervention programs for abuse, neglect and household dysfunction and mental health
supports, educate policy makers about the health impact and cost of adverse
childhood experiences and the need for solutions.

More Information on ACE
•
•
•
•

http://www.acestudy.org/
http://www.cdc.gov/ace/index.htm
http://www.cavalcadeproductions.com/ace-study.html
http://acestoohigh.com/about/

Full downloadable PDF Articles on Major ACE Study Findings:
http://www.annafoundation.org/ACE%20STUDY%20FINDINGS.html
For wonderful resources to use in communications and education:
http://developingchild.harvard.edu/
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Resident Activity:
ACE STUDY
http://pediatrics.aappublications.org/content/129/1/e232.full.pdf
POLICY STATEMENT
http://pediatrics.aappublications.org/content/129/1/e224.full.pdf

Choose one of the below “Flip Charts” to highlight and share as an opportunity
to make the case for early childhood supports: explain why you chose it and
how you might use it to spread the word
Center on the Developing Child at Harvard University
http://developingchild.harvard.edu/resources/multimedia/interactive_features/
This site contains three downloadable six-page “flip chart” handouts that each
provide simple visual displays and use a progression of images and text to
explain the science and policy implications
How Early Experiences Get into the Body: A Biodevelopmental Framework
Describes an overall ecological biodevelopmental framework linking early
childhood experiences to the development of the brain and other organ systems
and the impacts these experiences can have on child learning and behavior
during childhood and their long-term impact on behavioral, educational, social
and health outcomes.	
  
Core Concepts in the Science of Early Childhood Development
Through a series of images and text, this flip chart tells the story of how brains are
built over time; the interaction of genes and experience; the damage caused by
chronic, unrelenting adversity (“toxic stress”); and why early intervention matters.
Five Numbers to Remember About Early Childhood Development
Provides 5 charts with figures and explanatory text on five easy to remember
facts about the early development of neural connections, learning disparities,
and the risks of adverse childhood experiences on development and long-term
health. Also highlights the $4-$9 return on investment for every $1 invested in early
childhood programs
Choose one of these video clips to help you “make the case” for early childhood
supports and explain why you chose it and how you might use it to spread the
word
Three Core Concepts in Early Development (3-part video series, each video is
less than 2 minutes)
http://developingchild.harvard.edu/resources/multimedia/videos/
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Experiences Build Brain Architecture
Explains the rapid development of the neural connections early in life, explains
that cognitive skills are built in a hierarchical fashion, and demonstrates how
early experiences shape brain architecture with positive experiences early in life
making healthy development possible and poor experiences weakening the
foundation for a child’s future.
Serve and Return Interaction Shapes Brain Circuitry
Provides examples of serve and return relationships between infants and adults
and toddlers and adults with examples from early care settings, communities
and homes. Also shows how these interactions build neural pathways for higher
skills (e.g. literacy), as early as infancy.
Toxic Stress Derails Healthy Development
Depicts the activation of the body’s stress response system and explains the
healthy role of the normal stress response system. Also explains the damage that
excessive exposure to adversity can do children’s developing brain architecture
without caring and supportive adults to help them bring the stress response
system back to baseline.
Brain Hero
http://developingchild.harvard.edu/index.php/resources/multimedia/videos/bra
in_hero/	
  
This three-minute video adapts the visual sensibility of interactive game models
to a video format. It depicts how actions by a child’s parents, teachers,
community environment, and policymakers can impact a child’s development
and opportunities for school achievement, success in the workplace and life
outcomes for both the child and community.

Brain Builders
http://investinus.org/brain-builders
This 3 minute video, narrated by Jack Shonkoff, provides a non-scientific
overview of brain development and how early childhood experiences impact
the development of the neural circuitry in the brain and in turn how these very
early experiences determine a child’s learning capacities, impact behavior and
lifelong mental and physical health. Narration and pictures emphasize that to
achieve advances in school achievement and learning one cannot focus solely
only on cognitive development and one must intervene early to reduce the
potential impacts of adverse stress
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Make a commitment to a concrete action that you will take to better address
and support our youngest children and families.
What will you do to address adverse childhood experiences and toxic stress on
the:
Clinical Level:

Community Level:

Policy Level:

Name and Signature of Resident:_________________________________
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