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The term Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) was introduced in the 1998 Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) and Kaiser Permanente landmark study by the same name. ACEs are potentially traumatic experiences occurring before the age of 18 that contribute to toxic stress and increase one’s risk of health conditions such as asthma, diabetes, depression, heart disease, and cancer. 

The toxic stress response is defined as “prolonged activation of the stress response systems that can disrupt the development of brain architecture and other organ systems, and increase the risk for stress-related disease and cognitive impairment, well into the adult years”1. Toxic stress is treatable, and screening for ACEs allows for early detection and early intervention, which is associated with improved outcomes related to toxic stress, especially when paired with evidence-based, trauma-informed care. To learn more about ACEs and the benefits of screening for ACEs in health care settings, visit the ACEs Aware Trauma-Informed Network of CARE Roadmap.

ACEs Screening and Follow-Up
Effective July 1, 2026, in both Fee For Service (FFS) and Managed Care, the MO HealthNet Division (MHD) will implement coverage of ACEs screenings for participants under age 21 using procedure codes G9919 and G9920 along with modifier HA. Refer to the chart below to determine which code to bill. 

Clinical workflows, including follow-up actions based on level of risk, can be found in the ACEs and Toxic Stress Risk Assessment Algorithm.
	HCPCS Code
	Modifier
	Description
	Max Allowable Amount

	G9919
	HA
	Screening for ACEs indicates a high-risk of toxic stress with a score of 4 or higher
	$29.00

	G9920
	HA
	Screening for ACEs indicates a low risk for toxic stress with a score of 3 or lower
	$29.00



MHD will limit screening to one unit per calendar year per provider. It is recommended that ACEs screenings be performed periodically for children under the age of 21 to monitor the possible accumlation of ACEs over time, increasing their risk for toxic stress and its associated health conditions. 

ACEs screening may be provided via telemedicine or in person. In addition to identifying the participant’s ACE score, the provider should also assess for clinical manifestations of toxic stress (ACE-Associated Health Conditions) and protective factors as part of a complete ACE screening in order to best inform treatment planning.

ACEs Screening Tools
For children and adolescents, the Pediatric ACEs and Related Life Events Screener (PEARLS) should be utilized, which incorporates an ACE screen as well as an upstream drivers of health screen. The following version of PEARLS should be used based on age and reporter:
	Version
	Ages
	Completed By

	PEARLS child tool
	0-11
	Caregiver

	PEARLS adolescent tool
	12-19
	Caregiver

	PEARLS for adolescent self-report tool
	12-19
	The adolescent



For individuals 18 years or older, the ACE Questionnaire for Adults should be used. This as well as the above mentioned versions of the PEARLS can be found at ACEs Aware, including further instructions as well as identified and de-identified versions of these screeners. 

The ACE screening and any follow-up response should be implemented in a trauma-informed manner to reduce the risk of retraumatization of participants. MHD recommends the use of de-identified screenings based on indicators from ACEs Aware that their use, as opposed to the identified versions, may facilitate higher rates of disclosure and greater patient comfort with the screening experience. For the de-identified versions, the respondent reports the total number of ACE categories without identifying which ACE(s) were experienced.

Documentation
Documentation should be included in the participant’s record that an ACEs screening was performed and reviewed as well as the participant’s ACEs score, ACE-Associated Health Conditions, and Protective Factors. However, documentation indicating which ACEs were endorsed is not required for  reimbursement. What was discussed with the participant/family as well as any appropriate actions taken should also be documented in the participant’s record. 

Certification
Eligible MO HealthNet-enrolled providers must complete the Becoming ACEs Aware training in order to receive reimbursement for these codes. This is a free, two-hour, online course that covers ACEs, toxic stress, ACE screening, toxic stress risk assessment, and trauma-informed care as well as evidence-based strategies providers can utilize to prevent and mitigate toxic stress physiology. Eligible providers must be able to provide certificate of completion upon request. 

Endnotes
1National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine. (2019). Vibrant and healthy kids: Aligning science, practice, and policy to advance health equity. The National Academies Press. https://doi.org/10.17226/25466

MO HealthNet Fee-For-Service (FFS) policies guide basic coverage for Managed Care (MC), though MC plans may add requirements like prior authorization. Some services, including pharmacy, are carved out of MC and paid through FFS. Contact each MC health plan to confirm how this Bulletin applies. Unresolved issues may be submitted through the MC Provider Request for Information to reach an MHD MC Liaison.
Before providing services, verify patient eligibility by swiping the MO HealthNet card, calling Provider Communications at 573-751-2896 or toll-free (833) 222-7916 (Option 1) or using eMOMED Direct MC benefit questions about MC benefits to the member’s MC health plan. 
Bulletins remain on the MO HealthNet News page for three years. Providers are encouraged to subscribe for updates. Visit MHD Education and Training for web-based training and resources, or submit an MHD Education Request to schedule training.
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