
Understanding Your 
PSAT/NMSQT Scores

Katie Rose-De Laet
Kennesaw Mountain High School

January 30th, 2020



Today’s Presentation

2

Your PSAT Score Report

The College Admissions Process

National Merit

Testing How-To’s



3

Your PSAT Score Report
Scores, percentiles, and benchmarks



The PSAT/NMSQT Score Report
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Your score report gives you the basic 
details of your performance. For more 
information, you have to log on to 
your College Board account.



The PSAT/NMSQT Score Report
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The report’s first page gives you the broad 
overview - your composite score and your 
two section scores:

● EBRW = Reading + Writing
● Math = Math No Calculator + Math 

Calculator

Reminder: the PSAT is scored out of a 
possible 1520, not 1600!



The PSAT/NMSQT Score Report
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Be mindful of your comparison 
group.  If you are a junior taking 
the PSAT/NMSQT, your score will 
be compared against other juniors.  
If you are a sophomore taking the 
PSAT/NMSQT, your performance 
will be compared against 
sophomores. If you are a 
freshman, your performance will 
be compared against sophomores, 
not freshmen.



The PSAT/NMSQT Score Report: Test Scores
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Raw scores (the number you got right in each section) are converted to Test 
Scores, which are used to calculate your National Merit Index.

There are other scores - Cross-Test Scores and Subscores - that measure 
accuracy across question types and content matter; to access those scores, 
you’ll have to log on to your College Board account.
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National Merit
PSAT/NMSQT and National Merit Index
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The PSAT and National Merit (NMSQT)

In 11th grade, students who take the PSAT are eligible for National Merit recognition, which can 

bring in scholarship money and an edge in college admissions.

Source: National Merit Annual Report, 2017

Only juniors are eligible for National Merit recognition, even if freshmen and 
sophomores are taking the same test form.



The National Merit Selection Process
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Although the Merit Scholars only make up 0.05% of students taking the NMSQT, 

Finalists and even Semi-finalists can use their NMSQT status to earn scholarships 

from private organizations and universities.

Roughly 16,500 of the top PSAT-
performing students 

are selected as NMSQT 
Semi-finalists.

Of those, around 15,500 complete 
the additional steps to be considered 

Finalists.

Finally, around 8,800 are selected 
as Merit Scholars and receive 

recognition and awards.

Source: National Merit Annual Report, 2017



The PSAT/NMSQT Score Report: NMSC Selection Index
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Your selection index is double the sum of all your 
Test Scores.  Every state has a cutoff index 
(determined every year) which determines which 
students will move on in the National Merit process.

While we don’t yet know what the cutoff will be for the 
current juniors, we do know that the Georgia cutoff was 
220 for the class of 2020 and has been hovering in the 
219-220 range for the past few years.



The PSAT/NMSQT Score Report: Question-Level Feedback
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Your question-level feedback is 
the last page of the report.  
Note the boxes to the right of 
each question: they rank the 
questions by level of difficulty.  
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The PSAT and the SAT
An overview



How important is the PSAT?

For most students, the PSAT scores have no direct impact on their college 
admissions process.  Colleges never receive students’ PSAT scores, and 
National Merit affects a tiny percentage of students.

However, the PSAT is a great practice run for the SAT and can tell you 
a lot about how you would perform on that test.

The PSAT was written to pair with the SAT; although the SAT 
is longer and more difficult, PSAT scores can give a general 
sense of a student’s potential SAT score.
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Vertical Scaling of PSAT and SAT

As content gets harder, the possible point total increases

+ =Additional 
Content

PSAT 8 PSAT 9 PSAT 10 PSAT
NMSQT

SAT

240–1440

350–1520 }400–1600



Using the PSAT to decide between SAT and ACT

• Take a practice ACT and use your PSAT scores for a baseline comparison.  If you’re a high 
scorer, you may want to do a practice SAT as well.

• By converting ACT scores to the SAT/PSAT scale, you can compare apples to apples:

If your scores are within 60 
SAT points of each other, 

then you are within the 
margin of error for each test. 
Choose the one you’d like to 

focus on.

If your scores are different 

by 70 SAT points or 
more, that means you have 
a significant strength in one 
test. Prep for the higher-
scoring test.
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Testing and the College Admissions Process
The tests and their importance



The admissions process

18

Academic Index: 

Quantitative components

H.S. GPA
(in the context 

of Schedule Strength 
and Academic 

Strength of School)

HOW will they read your application?

SAT
ACT

SAT
Subject 

Tests

Academic Index: 

Qualitative components

Admissions 
Essays

The packaging of the application—Is there 

a cohesive story?

Teacher/Counselor 
Recommendations

Activities

(Leadership, 

Depth)

Demonstrated 
Interest
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SAT/ACT History

1948—Berkeley, CA
First ETS branch

1959—Iowa City, IA
ACT HQ

1947—Princeton, NJ
ETS HQ

1926
Princeton professor Carl Brigham developed 
the first SAT, giving it to several thousand 
college applicants. 
It grew in popularity until ETS (Educational 
Testing Services) 
was established in 1947.

1959
University of Iowa professor Everett 
Franklin Lindquist created the ACT as a 
competing test. For decades, schools on the 
coasts preferred the SAT and the heartland 
preferred the ACT.

Sources: PBS Frontline, TIME
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Today the SAT and ACT are universally accepted

Colleges will accept either test without prejudice.



US schools still put a premium on testing
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Importance Considerable Moderate Limited None

Grades in All Courses 74.5% 15.0% 5.5% 5.0%

Grades in College Prep 73.2 16.8 5.9 4.1

Strength of Curriculum 62.1 21.9 8.7 7.3

SAT/ ACT Test Scores 45.7 37.1 12.2 5.0

Essay or Writing Sample 23.2 33.2 24.1 19.5

Demonstrated Interest 16.1 23.9 28 32.1

Counselor Recommendation 15.1 40.4 26.6 17.9

Teacher Recommendation 14.2 40.2 26.5 19.2

Class Rank 9.1 29.1 34.1 27.7

NACAC Survey 2019: Factors influencing admissions decisions



However, the test-optional movement is growing
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The University of California system is currently 
debating whether to go test-optional. This would 
have seismic implications for testing nationwide.



Drastic ACT changes scheduled for September 2020

Last month, ACT, Inc announced major changes coming to the ACT in September 2020:

Students will have the option of taking a computer-based test (CBT) on 
national ACT dates.

CBT option

They will need to register and choose a CBT-enabled testing site. It is 
currently unclear how many CBT-enabled testing sites the ACT will have, 
or how many students can be served by each.

Benefit of CBT test: students will have their multiple-choice scores in 2 
business days.



ACT changes: Superscore reports

The ACT had not previously given superscored reports.

Superscore reports

Starting in September 2020, colleges will receive a superscored report 
(which will include any tests the student took dating back to September 
2016).

The ACT hopes this will encourage more colleges to accept superscored 
ACTs.



ACT changes: section re-testing

Students will be able to register and retake individual sections on 
national test dates.

Section retesting

They will need to have first taken at least one full ACT to qualify for 
retesting.  However, they won’t have to take the essay first to take that 
section individually, just the full ACT.

The ACT has said that accommodations will carry over into retesting.



PSAT/SAT and ACT are more similar than ever

• Reading skills

• English and 
Grammar skills

• Science graph 
reading and 
interpretation

• Algebra, stats, 
some geometry

● More advanced reading

● More math word 
problems

● More advanced 
science

● More advanced 
math
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The amount of time per question is a profound difference.

Section ACT SAT % Difference

Writing 36.0 47.7 33%

Reading 52.5 75.0 43%

Math 60.0 84.2 40%

Science 52.5 N/A N/A

The SAT has a more forgiving timing structure, which can benefit some 

students, but as we’ll see, it’s also a more complicated test.
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Digging Deeper: SAT vs ACT Reading

SAT

Although the ACT forces students to go 

faster, the difficulty level is more 

consistent. Students should be prepared 

for the spikes in difficulty on the SAT.

science science humanities

narrative 
fiction humanities

ACT

prose fiction
social 

sciences humanities

natural 
sciences
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Digging Deeper: ACT vs. SAT Math content areas*

ACT SAT

Algebra
46% 62%

Geometry
23% 6%

Arithmetic/Data Analysis
24% 30%

Trigonometry
7% 2%

As you can see, the math content is much more evenly distributed on the ACT 

than it is on the SAT, which relies heavily on Algebra.
*Using SAT categories, which are slightly different from ACT math categories
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Testing How-To’s
Registration, accommodations, and prep
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Testing is typically a junior year activity

Some students may need SAT or ACT scores early, while others should wait. Here’s a short guide:

Sophomores:

You need the scores for 
AP courses, dual 
enrollment, or athletic 
recruitment.

Even if you test sophomore 
year for these reasons, you 
can and should still take an 
SAT/ACT later for college 
admissions!

Fall of Junior Year:

You are in advanced 
math and English and 
you have scheduling 
issues in the spring 
like sports or theater.

Spring of Junior Year:

You are in Algebra 2 in 
Junior year, or you have 
commitments in the fall.

Students can continue to take the 
ACT and SAT for college admissions 
into their senior year (Sept/Oct for 
early admissions; Nov/Dec for 
regular admissions), but you 
shouldn’t wait until senior year to 
start.
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How to register for the SAT and ACT

To register for the ACT, log on to 
http://www.act.org and click 
“Register Now for the ACT.” You will 
have to create an ACT account if you 
do not already have one.

To register for the SAT, log on to 
http://www.collegeboard.org and 
click “Register for the SAT.” You will 
have to create a CollegeBoard 
account if you do not already have 
one.
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How to secure accommodations

If your student needs accommodations for either the SAT or ACT, you must work with your 
student’s school guidance counselor or disabilities coordinator to submit the correct paperwork.

Colleges cannot see when a student has taken a test with 

accommodations—it’s the law!

If your student plans to take the SAT multiple times with accommodations, you only 
have to go through the process once—the accommodations follow your student
through any SAT, AP exam or PSAT. 

However, you have to re-apply for accommodations for every ACT administration 
your student plans to sit for. Be aware that it can take some time to process, and 
don’t leave registration until the last minute!



Elements to successful prep
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Success on the ACT and SAT

Practice

MomentumPlanning

Realistic goals
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Set realistic goals: Find score ranges online

Use the College Board site to see how your scores compare to 

other applicants

Remember that the bottom quartile is predominately 
“hooked” applicants (i.e., athletes), not straight academic 

admits. The median score for unhooked applicants is 
closer to the right side of the middle 50% range.

Top 25% Bottom 25%Middle 50%

Your competitive set
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Naviance and Cappex Scattergrams

Naviance: www.naviance.com

Cappex: www.cappex.com

These scattergrams let you see the meeting point between test scores and GPA 
for accepted (and rejected) students. Aim for the green!

UGA
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Planning: Allow Enough Time to Prep

Cram jobs almost never work. 

It’s smart to start early!

Plan on taking the test 2-3 times. This is a process, not a one-shot deal.
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Momentum: Go in Strong

You should take a practice test a month before the actual test 

to get a sense of how you’d do!

It’s tempting to think that spreading out your testing over the entire year is a good idea, but students 
can burn out that way. It’s better to pick a few test dates to focus on and prepare before each one (10-
12 weeks before the first test is a good rough estimate!).

Practice test! ACT!
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Practice: You must take mock tests

These tests mimic the real thing and 
can tell you a lot about:

Time management and 

mental fatigue

Wrong answer patterns, guessing 

efficacy and shaky content mastery



Prep to your strength.

Prep to your preference.
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WhichTest Should I Try First?

If prep is not yielding results, switch to the other test. If you have 

to switch, remember that about 75% of the content transfers.

Try a practice of both! Once you have those scores:

If they’re the same:
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SAT Subject Tests

If your student needs to take SAT Subject Tests, the best time to take them is 

May or June of the year they take the subject—the same time as AP Exams!

The SAT Subject tests are additional standardized tests on a 
variety of subjects. 

Some schools require tests for admission into specific programs
(like Math 2 for finance or engineering). 

Fewer than 100 colleges use Subject Tests for admission, and 
some accept the SAT + ACT as a replacement for SAT + SAT 
Subject Tests.

If the school your student is applying to recommends SAT 
Subject Tests, that really means “Take them!”



Our Services
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SAT & ACT prep (online, 
private, group)

SAT Subject and 
AP prep

HS subject assistance Study Skills

Helping prepare students for higher scores and grades since 2001
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