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A Guide for Counselors on Changes to the SAT, ACT, & PSAT and  
How They Affect the High School Class of 2017 

 
 
The Problems With Testing This Year seem worse than ever before: inflated Percentiles, disputed 
concordances, PSAT scores that only go up to 760 (when SAT scores go up to 800), redesigned SAT scores 
that are uncomfortably higher than old SAT scores, and more and more ACT essay scoring problems. We 
hear a common complaint from counselors: “My students are saying to me, ‘My SAT scores are so much 
higher than my older sibling’s. So I should be able to get into much better colleges, right!’ But did everyone 
score higher? And what’s up with those really low ACT essay scores?”  
 
Some Answers, and a Suggested Way Forward: 
 
SAT Scores 
 
Scores on the redesigned SAT are significantly higher than those on the old SAT and cannot be equated to 
scores on the old 1600-point SAT scale, even though the scale appears to be the familiar 1600-point scale. 
In addition, you have to adjust comparisons, in order to compare the new SAT to the ACT. A 1400 on the 
SAT, for instance, is no longer a 32 on the ACT; it’s a 30. Here are some suggestions, a concordance, and a 
resource for more information. 
 
A General How To: 
 
1. Make sure that each student takes a carefully proctored ACT, to compare to his or her PSAT scores. 
 
2. Use the chart below to see which test is best for the student.  
 
3. If the score comparison indicates that one test or the other is better (by a margin of one ACT point or 
more), direct your student toward that test. 
 
4. If the scores are comparable, ask the student to consider the following factors:  
 
A. Which test did s/he feel better taking? Comfort level with the test is a big factor in eventual performance, 
and so students should think about this carefully.  
B. Slower, deliberate test takers should lean SAT.  
C. Students who struggle with older reading comprehension passages (think Jeremy Bentham, Virginia 
Woolf, or Benjamin Franklin) should lean ACT. 
D. Students who like to move quickly through surface questions should lean ACT. 
 
Important: Focus on either the ACT or the SAT. Regardless of all that has been said, the tests are different 
enough that for most students, studying for both is a tremendous waste of time. It also may not lead to 
higher scores. The SAT prioritizes careful consideration, while the ACT prioritizes speed. Most students 
who switch back and forth follow the wrong strategies for each test, and this affects potential improvement. 

Marks
Education
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A Concordance 
The following is a concordance of the 2400-point, pre-2016 SAT, the same SAT on a 1600 point scale, the 
ACT, and the Redesigned SAT, as well as ACT percentiles, all on one chart. It’s based on 14 pages of data 
tables published by College Board on April 9, 2016, and on the 2006 concordance studies published by 
College Board and ACT.  
2005-15 
SAT (2400-
scale) 

2005-15 SAT 
(R-M only) 

ACT Redesigned 
SAT 

ACT 
Percentile 

2390 1600 36 1600 99.96 
2330 1570 35 1570 99.7 
2250 1510 34 1540 99 
2180 1460 33 1500 99 
2110 1420 32 1470 98 
2050 1370 31 1430 97 
2000 1340 30 1400 95 
1950 1310 29 1360 93 
1890 1270 28 1320 91 
1830 1230 27 1290 88 
1770 1190 26 1260 85 
1710 1150 25 1220 80 
1650 1110 24 1180 75 
1590 1070 23 1140 69 
1530 1030 22 1110 62 
1480 1000 21 1070 55 
1420 960 20 1030 48 
1360 920 19 990 41 
1300 880 18 950 34 
1240 840 17 910 28 
1170 790 16 870 21 
1100 740 15 830 16 
1020 690 14 780 11 
950 640 13 740 6 
860 580 12  3 
780 530 11  1 
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Frequently Asked Questions 
 
1. Why do PSAT Scores only go up to 760 when SAT scores go up to 800? 
 
PSAT scores now only go up to a maximum score of 760 on each sub score, and a maximum possible score 
of 1520. Although this may seem confusing, you can still consider Junior PSAT scores a good proxy for 
SAT scores taken in the spring, with the advantage that you don’t have to add a zero to calculate the SAT 
score. But, you might say, what about the extra 40 points on each section on the SAT? Those points reflect 
the additional knowledge gained in the time between when the PSAT and the SAT are typically first 
administered and the topics learned later in Algebra 2. 
 
2. When should my student/s take the SAT or ACT? 
 
The new SAT has a lot of content that is typically covered in Algebra 2, as well as one or two reading 
passages from the 1800s or earlier. Students who are strong readers and advanced Math students should 
plan to take the test twice in junior year and, if necessary, once in senior year. December/Jan (SAT) and 
December/Feb (ACT) are good first test dates. March/June ACT and April/June are good dates for a 
second test. May can be a good date for Subject tests, especially those that align with AP exams.  
 
Students who are taking Algebra 2 or Geometry in 11th grade, or are not strong readers, should consider 
delaying the first SAT or ACT to May/June, and the second to the fall of senior year. These test takers may 
not need SAT Subject tests, especially if they are not applying to the most selective colleges. 
 
3. I’ve heard that the ACT made a statement asking colleges not to use the SAT-ACT 
Concordance Tables. Can I trust the tables? 
  
The short answer is yes, you can. Ignore the back and forth between College Board and ACT, and use the 
concordance tables provided by College Board. That's what colleges will use this year, as they have to use 
something, and these tables are the only comparison tool they have. 
 
4. Why are scores on the new SAT higher than those on the old test? Is this because of the 
elimination of the guessing penalty?  
 
Perhaps the easiest way to think about the scale for the redesigned SAT is that it's the ACT scale on a 400 
to 1600-point spread. If you randomly guess on every single question on an ACT, you get a 13 on most 
released tests. Unless you're an unlucky guesser, or don't bubble in the entire test, you can't score between 
1 and 12 – the first 12 points are simply there to create nice looking scores.  
 
The same goes for scores from 400 to 730 on the new SAT. If you randomly guess on every single question 
on an SAT, you get around 740 on the four released SAT tests. Thus, as indicated on the concordance 
above, a 13 on ACT corresponds to a 740 SAT. 1-12 on the ACT correspond to 400 to 730 on the SAT, 
scores that are not possible except for the unlucky random guessers mentioned above.  
 
On the old SAT, a test taker who knew nothing could realistically achieve a score as low as 530 or even 
lower. Thus the floor on the new test has moved up and shifted all scores upwards, but the ceiling (1600) 
has stayed the same. One effect is that the range of strong scores has shrunk and there will be less separation 
at the top. 
 
5. How do I explain the inflation to students who believe that their higher scores mean that 
they have more selective college choices than their siblings? 
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As counselors well know, standardized scores are just one factor in the admissions decision, especially for 
colleges that conduct a holistic review. The combined concordance on the previous page should help 
parents understand new scores in the context of older ones. Most students can still improve scores on a fall 
retake, and College Board, Khan Academy, and our website (markseducation.com) provide excellent, free 
materials to help them do so.  
 
6. Why are two percentiles listed? And why does it matter?  
 
On the 2015 PSAT, College Board first introduced a new and seemingly inflated “Nationally 
Representative Sample Percentile (NRSP)” that was significantly higher than the “User Percentile,” 
buried in a separate document. They continued this practice on score reports for the March 2016, SAT and 
plan to keep it up on future reports. Here’s how College Board explained the practice to us (this is in our 
words, not theirs): The User Percentile is the actual percentile of the test taker when s/he is compared to all 
other test takers who took the same test (PSAT or SAT) on the same day. However, since College Board 
has now shifted to system-wide testing in several states, the user percentile is no longer an accurate 
measure, as it does not represent the shifts in percentiles that occur when students (who may not be as 
motivated) take the SAT in a non standard administration at their school. The NRSP is a mathematical 
projection of what each test taker’s percentile would be if all students in the country were to have taken the 
test – and not merely those who happened to take the test on that particular administration. 
 
Which percentiles will colleges use? Well, frankly, we’re not sure, so you’ll note we use ACT percentiles on 
our concordance chart on the previous page. Those percentiles offer a comparison with all students who 
have taken an ACT in the past three years, and they have changed very little in that time frame. 
 
The key problem for counselors will be managing the expectations created by higher scores and higher 
percentiles. We suggest that counselors explain to students that the User Percentiles are the ones to focus 
on. Students could also refer to our concordance for comparable ACT percentiles. 
 
7. Why are ACT essay scores so low?  
 
In the summer of 2015, the ACT changed its essay requirement dramatically. Students in the class of 2016 
who took the ACT in junior year saw a completely new essay, instructions, and scoring criteria in their 
senior year. Many students (including some of ours) who thought of themselves as strong writers received 
ACT Writing section scores in the range of 18 to 22 out of a possible 36. Interestingly, when these students 
sent their essays in for re-scoring (and paid $50 to do so), in most cases that we know of, their scores went 
up by 4 to 8 points. This creates obvious issues of equity: While the widespread increases upon rescoring 
did help the students who could afford to send in $50, many other students either may not know that their 
scores would likely increase upon a rescore, or may not have the funds available.  
 
The ACT has tried to calm the furor with a 13-page explanation that basically says that percentiles for the 
essay are lower than percentiles for the rest of the sections. For instance, a Composite score of 22 is a 63rd 
percentile, but Writing score of 22 is the 80th percentile. What the document doesn’t explain is why the 
percentiles are lower and why so many scores are rising when students rescore. Further, the ACT has 
provided only two sample essay prompts and one set of sample responses to help students understand what, 
by their standards, constitutes good writing. Students do not get to see the essays they wrote, although a 
school representative can access them. Thus the ACT writing task is opaque, provides little guidance and 
very limited feedback, and is stressful for many students. Link to ACT explanation: 
https://www.act.org/content/dam/act/unsecured/documents/Research-Letter-about-ACT-Writing.pdf 
 
PLEASE NOTE: Counselors with further test questions can reach out to us at nitin@markseducation.com. 


