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What is the PSAT? 

The Preliminary SAT/National Merit Scholarship Qualifying Test (NMSQT) — often shortened to 

PSAT —is a standardized test targeting 10th and 11th graders across the U.S. The PSAT is a 

great primer for the SAT, and even the ACT, but it’s more than just a trial run. PSAT scores are 

used to identify National Merit Scholars and award merit scholarships. Each year the top 1 

percent of 11th-grade PSAT takers become Semifinalists. Of these students, 7,500 go on to win 

scholarship money. 

Why is it important?  

The PSAT won’t count towards your college admissions applications, but it is the qualifying test 

for the National Merit Scholarship. Use the PSAT as practice for the SAT and ACT and an 

important guidepost on your college admissions journey.  The PSAT and SAT heavily mirror 

each other regarding content, structure, and even scoring. 

Here are some of the major differences between the PSAT and SAT: 

• The SAT contains an optional Essay section, whereas the PSAT does not. 
• The PSAT is slightly easier than the SAT. 
• There are fewer questions on the PSAT than there are on the SAT. 

What does the PSAT Test?  

The overall structure and content of the PSAT is similar to that of the SAT. There are two 

sections: Evidence-Based Reading & Writing and Math. These sections combine for a total 

score on a scale of 320-1520. PSAT scores directly correspond to SAT scores, meaning a 

score on the PSAT will always equal the same score on the SAT.  In other words, you can use 

your PSAT score as your baseline SAT score, making it a useful (and thus important) self-

assessment tool. 

Finally, what about the PSAT 10 and PSAT 8/9?  
The main purpose of these two tests is to prepare students for the PSAT/NMSQT and 
eventually the SAT. Nearly identical to the PSAT/NMSQT, the PSAT 10 is only offered in the 
spring and is specifically geared toward 10th graders, making the PSAT 10 slightly easier than 
the PSAT/NMSQT. Additionally, because only 10th graders can take the PSAT 10, this test 
cannot qualify you for National Merit. 

The PSAT 8/9, on the other hand, targets even younger students in eighth and ninth grades. 
Unlike the PSAT 10 or PSAT/NMSQT, the PSAT 8/9 uses a different scoring scale and is both 
shorter and easier than the PSAT 10. It is meant to establish a starting point in terms of college 
and career readiness as students transition to high school.  
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For more detailed information about the PSAT, please visit https://collegereadiness.collegeboard.org/ 
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