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ACEs 101

Dr Matt Burkey
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Clinical Assistant Professor, UBC



• What are Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) 
and why are they important for schools?

• What can schools do to support children affected 
by Adverse Childhood Experiences?

Objectives



Take-home Messages:

1. ACEs are ubiquitous 

2. ACEs impair attention, learning, and socio-
emotional development

3. Schools can help by creating environments with: 
safety, acceptance, and supportive relationships 
with caring adults

Take Home Messages



POSITIVE STRESS TOLERABLE STRESS TOXIC STRESS

Mild/moderate, short-
lived stress response
necessary for healthy 
development

Serious temporary stress
response buffered by 
supportive relationships

Prolonged activation of 
stress response systems in 
the absence of protective 
relationships

Intense, prolonged, repeated, unaddressed

Social-emotional buffering, parental resilience, early intervention

Adapted from Harvard Center on the Developing Child

What is toxic stress?



The ACES study
• Landmark study of 

17,000+ adults

• Adverse Childhood 
Experiences = ACEs

• Lifelong health, 
behavioral, social 
outcomes

What do we know 
about toxic stress?



Toxic stress has serious lifelong consequences
ACEs & alcoholism, suicide attempts, obesity
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ACEs are COMMON in kids



Toxic Stress Impairs Abilities Required for 
School Success

Toxic Stress

Impaired Attention 
& Memory

Emotion 
Dysregulation

Poor Relational
Skills

Disengagement

Constant Fear of 
Danger

Distrust Adults



Evaluated cognitive 
functioning, communication 
skills, and adaptive behavior in 
5,501 children on welfare (U.S.)



ACEs affect learning, behavior, & graduation rates

Burke et al, 2011

Youth with 4+ ACEs are 2.3x more 
likely not to graduate

-Metzler et al, 2017
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Changing the course

“When children have the right support—
including, always, a relationship with a safe, 
trusted adult—the same mechanisms that 
impair a child’s developing brain can build 
health & resilience.”

- Sheila Walker, Johns Hopkins School of Public Health 
(adapted)

Stress

Safety

Resilience

Changing the Course



Resilience buffers ACEs effects at school

Bethell et al, 2014



Where can schools begin?

Begin with 
Staff

Attitudes

• Learn about ACEs

• Build compassion, 
wellness in staff

Support 
Belonging

• Welcome 
students 
by name

Create Safe 
Spaces

• E.g., “Cool down” spots

Start with a champion 
at each school

Where can schools begin?



UCSF HEARTS: 
A tiered approach to addressing toxic stress in schools

Intensive Services (5%)

• IEP

• Consultations w/ teachers

• Psychotherapy for students

At-risk Students (15%)

• Care team meetings for at-risk students

• Trauma-informed discipline policies

Universal Interventions (100%)

• Building Staff Capacity – training, consultation, staff wellness

• Creating a safe, supportive school climate; restorative practices; socio-
emotional learning curriculum 

Dorado 2015



OUR JOURNEY

Laurie Edmundson

Project Lead Surrey,
North Delta Local Action Team

CYMHSU Collaborative Steering Committee

Mental Health Advocate















.

1. To increase the number of children, youth and
families seeking and receiving timely access to
INTEGRATED mental health and substance use services
and supports throughout the province.

2. To document examples and results of the involvement
of children, youth and families in decision making and
policy development.

CYMHSU Collaborative Goals



Children, youth and families

DoFP &
Family Physicians 

Specialist 
Physicians

CYMH & 
Child Protection

Community/
Cultural 

Organizations

Schools
RCMP

& Police

Aboriginal 
Partners 

Public
Health

Substance 
Use

Driving Community Change



.

64
Local Action Teams 

across BC

2500+ 
Participating in Local 

Action Teams

The Reach of the Collaborative 



150+
Participating in 

System Working Groups



• Triggering
• Dangerous
• Negative
• Unhelpful

ACEs First Impressions



• Education about ACEs is the key to being non-traumatic 
and negative. 

• We all experience ACEs in some way and it isn’t 
inherently a bad thing 

• It’s a perfect tool to identify vulnerable people!

• We can STOP THE CYCLE!

What I Believe Now 



• Hosted workshops, training, invited speakers, and fostered trauma-
sensitive schools and communities. 

• Featured ACEs experts in keynote presentations

• Connected with Vermont and Alberta to learn about their ACEs policies.

• Produced a document ‘Trauma-Informed Practice and Services Resource 
List’ with all resources in BC.  

• Started a physician ‘Community of Practice’ uniting doctors interested in 
ACEs to work together to try and address issues. 

• The ACEs Summit

What has the Collaborative 
Done about ACES?



What would have helped me in school?

If I had been identified earlier with a high ACEs score, I could have: 

• been referred earlier to services

• had the opportunity to build resilience from a young age

• learned skills earlier to regulate my emotions

• understood the impact of ACEs and how they can affect you and 
generations to come



LET’S USE THIS KNOWLEDGE SO WE NEVER LET 
ANOTHER STUDENT FALL THROUGH THE CRACKS

LIKE I DID FROM 619



Creating Success in the 
Cariboo

Silvia Siebert-Dubray
Director of Instruction, Student Support Services

School District #27 

Calvin Dubray
Principal, Marie Sharpe Elementary

School District #27 



How Marie Sharpe 
Elementary School 

recognized the need to 
support our students 

differently.



Indicators

O low attendance in all grades

O lack of attachment to their school (sense of belonging)

O lack of pride in their school 

O closed system 

• office referrals high

• suspensions

• closed doors

• lack of trust between staff and students (lack of  
trusting relationship)

O low parent involvement 

O low or no interactions between staff and parents



4 Key Questions for creating a vision for a 
Trauma Sensitive School

1. Why do we feel an urgency to become a trauma 
sensitive school.

2. How do we know we are ready to create a trauma 
sensitive action plan?

3. What actions will address staff priorities and help us 
move towards becoming a trauma sensitive school?

4. How do we know we are becoming a trauma sensitive 
school?



O Partnered with CYMH 

O A clinician came in to explain to staff how 
trauma affects the developing brain 

O Shared indicators of how trauma presents itself 
in youth

O Recognized that we needed to create a ‘Sense 
of Belonging’ in the building.  Needed a culture 
shift from a closed school to an open school. 

Where We Started





Hardwiring Happiness

O As a staff we choose to read a book by Rick Hanson 
titled ‘Hardwiring Happiness’

O We recognized that we needed to acknowledge our 
own trauma and our responses to youth exhibiting 
behaviours associated with trauma

O Needed to understand how to rewire the brains and 
build resilience in our students 



Changes staff worked on

O build common, supportive, positive consistent language

O staff committed to monthly Trauma Informed planning 
and reflecting meetings

O all agreed to use foundational program ‘Zones of 
Regulation’ – Leah Kuypers

O sponsored staff to attend a session with Dr. Mate at TRU



Zones Identification 



What zone is the staff member in …



Emotion Board



Barriers

O convincing the staff that all students were capable of 
learning and that all students deserved positive 
environments

O people were looking for quick change – a fix it because it 
is broken attitude 

O Finding ways to sustain the commitment the staff had 
made over a long period of time (now into year three) 

O Funding 

O Applied for money from the Ministry of Justice Forfeiture 
Grants 



Early Success – Measures of Change

O overall student attendance went from 62% to 82% 

with the first 2 years

O parent teacher interviews – parent attendance went 

from 65% in 2014 to 95% in 2016

O parent involvement in school wide events and 

activities has increased dramatically 

O Welcome back BBQ in 2015 had 60 parents 

O 2016 had 140 parents

O student suspension and office referrals have gone 

down by 86% over a three year period. 



Sense of Belonging
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Suspension Rate dropped by 86%
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O Parent involvement in their child’s school life has increased 
dramatically with more parent participation in activities at 
school and interactions with school staff. 

O Providing opportunity for kids to shine 

O Aboriginal day parade

O Stampede Parade

O Provincial Elders Gathering

O Increased enrollment  from 122 in 2014 to 204 in 2017 in a 
district with declining enrolment. 

O Parents were asking for information and posters around 
Zones of Regulation and how they could use it at home

Achievements 



Family night teaching educational games



FAST - Family and Schools Together



Hoop Dancing for Parents



Hoop Dancing at the 
First Nation Role- Model Contest



Hoop Dancing for Orange Shirt Day  



Christmas Turkey Dinner



Drumming 



Seven Sacred Teachings



Checking out the picture wall



Yoga stretches



Relaxing with Yoga Stretches



Remote Control Cars



Teachers’ Tea



Sensory Room for Everyone







O working on embedding the Successful Learner Traits 
into the core competencies 

O Continue to build our Sensory Room and make it 
available to all learners with different needs

O Continue to work with outside agencies to support our 
students and families

O Aboriginal Agencies – Fun Friends Program

O FAST

O Starfish, BBBS mentorship

Next Steps for the Future



Creating Success in 
Smithers

Cheryl Hofweber
Project Lead, Smithers Local Action Team

Jaksun Grice
Principal, Smithers Secondary School



ACEs

Smithers

Aware



ACES 

CPI

D&A /

Restorative 
Justice 

PBIS

FRIENDS

ADHD

SEL 

Why my excitement about ACEs &
Trauma-Informed Practice in Schools?



• What worked before, is no longer working…

• Increase in complexity and awareness of student challenges / 
mental health

• Gap in “what we do vs. what we should do”

• Classroom practices may be harming students…

Why?



Challenges

• Changing staff mindsets – this is the hardest part!

• Getting staff to learn, appreciate, and implement the concept and 
strategies of ACEs 

• Developing a common language and understanding amongst staff 
to support students

• Getting staff to see how interconnected the concepts of ACEs and 
inclusion are – “what is good for some will benefit all”

Challenges



The Local Action 
Team partnered 
with School 
District  54 to 
host a Trauma 
Informed 
Conference -
May 2016.



May 20, 2016:
Trauma Informed Schools 

Conference with a keynote by 
Dr. Linda O’Neill, UNBC 

Northern Trauma Foundation 

125 teachers and administrators 
attended.

SSS has now developed a 
“Compassion Team” to carry on 

this work at the school level.

SD#54’s Intro to Trauma-Informed Schools



Social Emotional Helping Teacher

Objective:  Build teachers’ capacity to implement social-emotional 
components of the curriculum. 

• Collaboration and co-teaching with teachers based on the needs of their 
class. 

• Strategies will vary depending on class and teacher. 
• Helping teachers see the connection between good practice, strong 

relationships, and ACEs.

These are all OUR KIDS!!!

SD #54 New District Position



School District #54 Trauma Informed Schools Conference 
Keynote presentation followed by 12 breakout sessions.

http://www.collaborativetoolbox.ca Based on Massachusetts’ Helping Traumatized Children Learn

http://www.collaborativetoolbox.ca/


Tier 3 (for students impacted by trauma)
• Casemanagement
• Monitoring (e.g., Check & Connect)
• Coordination with community-based treatment
• Wrap-aroundprograms
• Parent & caregiver training & support

Tier3
• Individualizedservices
• Comprehensive FBA 
• Behaviour Plans & IEPs
• Staff avoid “trauma triggers”

Tier 2 (for students with symptoms)
• Differentiatedinstruction
• Adultmentors
• Small groups for SEL
• Parent  & caregiver  education
• Monitoring (e.g., Check In –Check Out)
• Sensory opportunities to manage anxiety

Tier2
• Brief functional behaviour assessments
• Building ConsultationTeam
• Classroomsupports
• Support services accessible &  

approachable
• Staff awareness of higher-risk groups

Tier 1 (for all students)
• SELinstruction
• Predictableroutines
• Choices
• Physical activity breaks
• “Calmzones”
• Adults model emotional regulation

Tier1
• School policies promote a safe climatefor 

staff and students
• Proactive behaviormanagement
• Discipline system minimizes exclusion
• School builds environmental assets
• Opportunities for students to help others
• Professionaldevelopment
• Classroomconsultation

https://dpi.wi.gov/sspw/mental-health/trauma/pbis

Compassionate Schools in a Systems Framework



https://www.cssp.org/publications/documents/Balancing-ACEs-with-HOPE-FINAL.pdf

Protective Factors



Focusing the Journey

• Believe that all students are 
trying their best given the tools 
they have – Ross Green

• Help adults see their role in 
supporting students

• Create spaces that de-regulate

• Identify support networks / 
structures for students

• Identify key allies on staff to help 
support and move staff learning 
about ACEs forward

• Accept that this is a process –
stop looking for the magic 
solution



Next steps for the Local 
Action Team will be 
engaging the 
community in learning 
about ACEs and how to 
develop and support 
safe and resilient 
children and youth.



kpjrfilms.co

Building Community Awareness



QUESTIONS?


