
 

 

 
 

Research Summary:  
Approaches to Learning – Self-Regulation (ATL-REG) Domain in the DRDP-

K (2015) and KIDS (2015) Kindergarten Assessment Instruments 
 

The Approaches to Learning – Self-Regulation (ATL–REG) domain assesses two 
interrelated areas that are recognized as important for children’s school readiness and success. 
Approaches to learning and self-regulation have been combined into one assessment domain 
because of the strong connections between these two areas of development. The approaches to 
learning skills and behaviors include engagement and persistence, and curiosity and initiative. 
The self-regulation skills include self-control of feelings and behavior, and shared use of space 
and materials. Each is associated with the development of executive function skills that support 
the child’s self-regulation of attention, thinking, and behavior (Center on the Developing Child, 
2011). 

The developmental processes identified in all four measures of the ATL-REG domain are 
each associated with the development of executive function skills. Executive function skills, 
which are developing cognitive capacities that manage more basic mental and behavioral 
processes (Center on the Developing Child, 2011; Zelazo & Muller, 2002), appear to be 
particularly important to school readiness because they affect children’s capacity to engage in 
learning activities, to persist when doing challenging tasks, and to regulate their behavior when 
frustrations arise in daily interactions with peers (Vitiello, Greenfield, Munis, & J’Lene, 2011). 
The most important executive function skills are the growth of behavioral inhibition (resisting an 
impulse to instead do what is appropriate or necessary), working memory (being able to hold 
information in mind and use it), cognitive flexibility (including switching perspectives, goals, or 
mental focus), error detection, and self-monitoring. Each of these capacities develops 
significantly during the preschool years and continues to develop in the primary grades, in part 
owing to advances in brain development (Best & Miller, 2010). With the growth of executive 
function skills, children become more competent in the self-regulation of thinking, attention, 
behavior, and emotions. 

ATL-REG 1: Curiosity and Initiative in Learning 

How children approach new learning and problem-solving challenges is a critical feature 
of their academic success (California Department of Education, 2008, p. 25). Young children’s 
natural curiosity, interest, and self-confidence in their ability to discover the answers to their 
questions are a central component of their capacities to benefit from learning opportunities 
(Thompson, 2002; CDE, 2008, Vol. 1, p. 25).  

This measure highlights how children explore the environment in increasingly focused 
ways to learn about people, things, materials, and events. Children’s natural curiosity, interest, 
and self-confidence in their ability to discover the answers to their questions are a central 



 

 

component of their capacities to benefit from learning opportunities (Wang & Barrett, 2013). In 
the early preschool years, children explore how things work through observing, manipulating, or 
asking simple questions about them. By the later preschool years children are able to use 
familiar strategies, tools, or sources of information to carry out simple investigations to learn 
about things, materials, people, or events. By kindergarten, children are able to use strategies, 
tools, or sources of information systematically to carry out extensive investigations to learn 
about things, materials, people, or events. The kindergarteners’ ability to compare multiple 
sources of information related to an object, person, or event of interest, their expanding 
working memory (being able to hold information in mind and compare it with other 
information), and their developing cognitive flexibility (switching perspectives on the object of 
interest from different information sources) reflects growth in their capacity to take initiative in 
learning (Best & Miller, 2010; Center on the Developing Child, 2011). The capacity to compare 
multiple sources of information is an advance on earlier levels that focus primarily on 
exploration and investigation of single information sources. 

ATL-REG 2: Self-Control of Feelings and Behavior 

This measure highlights how children develop strategies for regulating their feelings and 
behavior that are increasingly independent of adult assistance (Thompson, 2011). In the 
preschool years, children acquire behavioral strategies for managing their feelings, such as 
taking turns, substituting words for outbursts, and leaving distressing situations. As they move 
to the primary grades, children acquire more cognitively oriented strategies for managing their 
emotions, such as reappraising the situation, changing their goals, and mental distraction (Davis, 
Levine, Lench, & Quas, 2010; Dennis & Kelemen, 2009). Developing self-regulation also reflects 
growth in executive function skills, particularly the capacity to inhibit emotionally or 
behaviorally impulsive responses and instead to respond with words, negotiation, or other 
socially appropriate behavior (Zelazo & Cunningham, 2007).  

ATL-REG 3: Engagement and Persistence 

This measure highlights how children grow in their capacity to persist in their 
understanding and mastery of tasks even if those tasks are challenging or difficult. Early in the 
preschool years, children enjoy learning and are confident in their ability to make new 
discoveries, but they may not persist in learning tasks, especially when they encounter 
obstacles. Later in the preschool years and into kindergarten, children take greater initiative in 
identifying new solutions, returning to difficult tasks, and persisting to solve problems. The 
growth of engagement and persistence reflects growth in executive function skills, particularly 
(a) the cognitive flexibility necessary to devise new solutions to difficult problems, and (b) the 
capacity to engage in sustained multistep activities that require keeping a superordinate goal in 
mind while planning and executing the substeps involved in its achievement (Zelazo & Muller, 
2002). By contrast, younger children are more likely to become frustrated by difficult problems 
and distracted in their enactment of multistep procedures, and thus are less likely to persist 
until the goal is accomplished.  



 

 

ATL-REG 4: Shared Use of Space and Materials1  

This measure highlights children’s developing capacity to share the use of space and 
materials with others. During the preschool years, children make significant advances in their 
capacity to share the use of space and materials with others (e.g., Fehr, Bernhard, & 
Rockenbach, 2008; Hamann, Bender, & Tomasello, 2013; Rochat et al., 2009). Whereas early in 
preschool, children play more often by themselves and are primarily oriented toward short-term 
collaboration with peers, later in preschool and into kindergarten children demonstrate a 
capacity to engage in more sustained collaborative activity involving mutual assistance. Sharing 
is a psychologically complex achievement for young children as it requires their being able to 
understand and interpret the feelings, intentions, beliefs, and desires of others (Wu & Su, 2014). 
It also requires the cognitive flexibility to switch perspectives between one’s own desires and 
those of one or more peers, and the inhibition of the impulse to secure materials and space for 
oneself and instead offer to share or secure resources for another. In these respects, sharing 
draws on developing executive function skills (Best & Miller, 2010; Center on the Developing 
Child, 2011).  

  

                                                            
1 Relates to fairness and respect for others construct addressed in the Preschool Learning Foundations in History-Social Science (CDE, 
2008, Vol. 3). 
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