
 

 

PSAT Ultimate Guide  
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Instagram 

Overview:  

● The PSAT includes math (25 mins with 17 questions), reading (60 mins with 47 

questions), and writing (35 mins with 44 qu \estions). 

● The total amount of time taken for the PSAT is about 2 hours and 45 minutes. 

● The purpose of taking the PSAT is to make sure that you're able to achieve the best 

possible state of preparation, allowing you to maximize your score potential. 

● Completing a PSAT practice test can help get a good feel of what the test is like and can 

help you be more successful.  

 

The PSAT scoring scale:  

● There is no “passing” to the PSAT, but you will need to know what the cut off average 

score is for the school to which you are looking to apply.  

● Each school has a different policy for weighing PSAT scores with your GPA. The 

majority of schools will weigh your PSAT score more heavily than your GPA.  

 

Math Portion: 

● To master your critical math skills, there are certain steps you may take: 

○ Find some practice PSAT tests and work specifically on the questions that test 

your critical math skills.  

○ Use textbooks for increased detail, assistance, and question examples for the areas 

you are struggling the most in.  

○ And most importantly, practice, practice, practice!  

● The best way to get to learn your math skills is to rehearse them with as many new 

sample questions as you can find. The more questions you do, the more comfortable you 

will get with them. 
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Mathematical reasoning:  

● There are two different math sections on the PSAT, each containing a different type of 

question. These include:  

○ Standard multiple-choice  

○ Hand calculated responses (with Grid-ins)  

● Within each section, the questions become more difficult as you proceed. The first few 

questions will always be much easier to solve than the last few questions will be. 

● In order to give you an idea as to the types of questions presented, consider the following 

examples:  

 

Standard multiple-choice:  

● The standard multiple-choice questions are made up of word problems, algebraic 

manipulations, or geometry. Here is a sample word problem:  

 

If one-sixth of all female students at Princeton like chips, and one-third of Princeton’s 

male students have nachos. Therefore, what fractions of the entire student population 

likes chips?  

A. 1/9  

B. 1/3  

C. 5/18 

D. 10/18 

E. It cannot be determined from the given information 

 (note: the answer would be E) 

 

  



 

 

Hand-calculated responses (with grid-ins):  

● These questions are similar to the standard multiple-choice questions. The only difference 

is that you get the answer and then enter it directly on the grid. These problems are not 

difficult to solve, and as you get used to them, they become easier. All you need to know 

is how to enter your answers onto the grid.  

 

 

● So here are the basic rules. Each column represents a digit from your answer, and each 

column has a specific purpose (as seen in the above picture)  

● Also as both fractions and decimals are allowed, you don’t have to worry too much about 

the format of your answer. For example, the scoring machine will accept both 0.5 and ½, 

so feel free to enter whichever is easier for you.  

● However the grid machine does not understand mixed numbers. If your answer is 2 ½ 

then you will either have to mark it as 5/2 or 2.5.  

● The grid also doesn’t accept negative answers so none of the answers will be negative.  

 

  



 

 

If your answers are:  

1) 5/16 and 2) 5.6  

  

You will properly mark them in the following way:  

  

 

Question types:  

● The test is very consistent with the type of math questions it uses. The following are 

types of math questions that you are likely to encounter:  

○ Arithmetic  

○ Divisibility  

○ Multiplication  

○ Addition 

○ Subtraction 

○ Evens and odds  

○ Prime numbers  

○ Percents  

○ Square of a number  

○ Exponents  

○ Roots  

○ Averages  
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Arithmetic:  

● Arithmetic skills refer to questions that can be solved by using addition, subtraction, 

multiplication and division.  

● Since calculators are permitted on the test, the questions will obviously not be purely 

arithmetic - they're not out to measure your ability with a calculator. In this style of 

question, you will have to use order of operations. A good trick to recall your order of 

operations is “Please Excuse My Dear Aunt Sally”...I know that may be confusing but 

lets looks at the first letters in the phrase: 

○ Work within Parenthesis  

○ Simplify Exponents  

○ Multiplication and Division 

○ Addition and Subtraction  

 

● Some of the major arithmetic problems require you to use more than one step. Often, the 

questions will be presented in the form of word problems, where you will need to decide 

when to add, subtract, divide, and multiply.  

 

 

For example:  

 

How many egg cartons are needed to hold 300 eggs, if each carton can hold on dozen (1 

dozen = 12) 

A. 15 

B. 18 

C. 22 

D. 25 

E. 28 

Note: the answer is 25 

 

  



 

 

Divisibility:  

● The factors of integer X are the integers by which X can be divided without leaving a 

remainder. Which means, X is divisible by its factors.  

 

For example:  

 

The number ten is divisible by 5 and 2 so this means that 10 can be divided by both of 

these integers without leaving a remainder.  

 

● Let's review the rules of divisibility:  

○ Numbers divisible by 2 end in even numbers 

○ Numbers divisible by 3 can be determined by adding the sum of their digits and 

checking if that number is divisible by 3 

○ Numbers divisible by 4 can be determined if their last two digits will divide by 4 

without a remainder 

○ Numbers divisible by 5 end only in 5 or 0 

○ Numbers divisible by 9 occur when the sum of their digits is divisible by 9 

○ A number is only divisible by 10 if it ends in 0 

 

 Divisibility question example:  

 

 Which of the following integers divides into both 200 and 150? 

A. 3 

B. 7 

C. 30 

D. 50 

E. 300 

Note: the answer is D 

 

  



 

 

Multiplication:  

● Here are a few simple rules when it comes to multiplying: 

○ (Positive) (positive) = positive  

○ Negative x negative = positive (the two negatives cancel) 

○ Negative x positive = negative 

 

Addition:  

● Here are a few rules when it comes to adding:  

○ Positive + positive = positive  

○ Negative + negative = negative  

○ Negative + positive = either negative or positive. If the positive number is larger 

than the average value of the negative, the final answer will be negative. 

Otherwise, if the avg value of the negative is greater than the positive number, the 

final answer will still be negative. 

Subtraction:  

● The definition of subtraction is:  A - B = A + (-B) 

● A minus B is the same as A plus (the opposite of B) 

 

Evens and odds:  

● An even number is any number that is divisible by 2. This includes numbers such as -6, -

4, -2, 0, 2, 4, 6. Any number that is divisible by 2 will not have a remainder. Also keep in 

mind that 0 is an even number. 

● Odd numbers on the other hand are these numbers such as -5, -3, -1, 1, 3, 5.  

● The following charts represent the properties of odd and even numbers.  

Properties of odd and even numbers with addition:  

 

 



 

 

Properties of odd and even numbers with multiplication:  

 

 

● Consider the following example:  

If R is an odd integer, what are the next two consecutive odd integers?  

A. T and V 

B. R and R+1 

C. R+1 and R+2 

D. R+2 and R+4 

E. R+1 and R+3 

Note: the correct answer is D 

 

Prime numbers:  

● A prime number is defined as an integer that is greater than 1, with only two positive 

factors, 1 and itself.  

 

For example: 

○  7 is a prime number, as its only factors are 1 and 7. However a number like 6 is 

not a prime number because its factors are 1, 2, 3, 6.  

 

● The first 10 prime numbers are: 2, 3, 5, 7, 11, 13, 17, 19, 23, 29. 

● Prime factorization is the process by which you express a number as a result of only 

prime numbers.  

 

For example:  

○ To create a prime factorization of 24, you would represent it as: 2 x 2 x 2 x 3  

 

● An example of a factor question is:  



 

 

If xy = 13 and both x and y are positive integers, then what is the sum of x + y? 

A. 13 

B. 24 

C. 16 

D. 20 

E. 26 

Note: the answer is B 

 

● Here is another example:  

What is the sum of the first 5 prime numbers?  

A. 18 

B. 28 

C. 30 

D. 34 

E. 38 

Note: the first 5 prime numbers are 2, 3, 5, 7, 11 and their sum is 28. The answer is B.  

 

Percents:  

● The word percent means “hundredths” or a number which is divided by 100. Converting 

a number into a percentage requires multiplying the number by 100.  

● A percent can be determined by performing division of the part by the total and 

multiplying it by 100: 

 

Percent = part x 100 

                   Total  

      

● Here is an example:  

If Wendy missed 12 out of 80 exam questions, what is the percent of questions she 

missed?  

Percent = missed questions x 100 = 12/80 x 100 = 0.15 x 100 = 15 percent  

 



 

 

● The phrase “X is N percent of Y” can be written as: 

 

X = N x Y 

         100 

 

● The word “is” means equal, while the word “of” means multiply. However, before 

multiplying, you must change a percent into a fraction or decimal.  

 

For example:  

○ 5 is 20 percent of 25, means 5 = 0.20 x 25 

 

● To change the fraction into a percent, you must first change the fraction into a decimal, 

and then multiply by 100.  

 

For example:  

○ 1/5 x 100 = 20 percent  

 

● Here is a practice problem:  

What is 20 percent of 50? 

A. 5 

B. 8 

C. 10 

D. 12 

E. 15 

Note: the answer is C 

● To solve this problem, you may rewrite it as an algebraic expression. Let x represent the 

unknown number.  

X = 0.20 x 50 

● Keep in mind that the word “of” means multiply 

x = 10  

 



 

 

Square of a number:  

● Squaring a number means to multiply that number by itself. 

● When squaring an integer the result will be a perfect square.  

 

Exponents: 

● The mathematical notations for numbers which are the result of a number that is 

multiplied by itself a number of times is called exponents.  

● Examples:  

X cubed = X x Xx X 

 

Roots:  

● The test will require you to know both square roots and cubed roots.  

● You should remember that none of the following will ever occur:  

○ No perfect square can be left underneath a radical (square root) sign.  

○ No radical can be within the denominator.  

○ No fractions may occur within the radical sign.  

 

Averages:  

● There are three basic components that comprise an average problem:  

○ Total  

○ Average (also known as a mean) 

○ # of numbers  

 

● The average is the total of elements that are within the set. 

  



 

 

● To discover the average, simply divide the total by the # of numbers.  

● For example:  

Jenna’s last four test scores were 35, 56, 75, and 28. What is the average of Jenna’s test 

scores?  

A. 43 

B. 48.5 

C. 52.5 

D. 54 

E. 47 

Note: the answer is B 

35 + 56 + 75 + 28 = 194 

194/4 = 48.5 

● Here are five things to remember when solving averages: 

○ If a number that is the same as the average is added, then the new average will not 

change.  

○ If a number is added and it is less than the average, then the average will decrease. 

○ If a number is added and it is greater than the average, then the average will 

increase.  

○ If a pair of numbers are added, and they are “balanced” on both sides, then the 

mean is the middle value. 

○ To discover the average between two evenly spaced numbers, add the first and the 

last terms and divide them by 2.  

 

  



 

 

Reading Portion:  

● An important theory is the flyover. You want to spend some time on the passage, at a 

bare minimum so that you have a general idea about what the questions are going to be 

about.  

● You don’t want to waste too much time on reading the passage because you will need 

time to answer the questions as well. 

 

Creating a tentative summary:  

● After you have finished your flyover of the passage, take a few seconds and compose a 

tentative mental summary of what you read. Try to sort out the details you picked up on 

and arrange them into a loose organizational pattern that describes the passage. Keep in 

mind that your goal is to fly over the passage with a definite goal of being able to put 

together a brief mental summary which will help you maintain focus and have a good 

amount of time left. This is not the same as skimming because skimming doesn't give you 

information but flying over the passage and summarizing it mentally at the end will give 

you knowledge of what you read.  

● As you begin through the question and answer choices, if you get good enough at putting 

together mental summaries from the passage, you should be able to eliminate some 

choices. Don’t hesitate to reopen an answer choice that you “eliminated” from 

consideration and reconsider it as a possibility.  

 

Openings and endings: 

● A main focus of the flyover will be the opening and ending sentences in each paragraph. 

They are likely to contain the main ideas of the paragraphs and should be mentally 

remembered for future reference. Try to remember a vague idea of what the different 

paragraphs are about, this will save you time later when it comes to answering the 

questions.  

● For the most part, make sure you never try to answer the questions from the first flyover. 

Always try and go back to confirm the answer. 

 

  



 

 

Extraneous information:  

● Some answer choices will seem to fit in. They might even be correct. Everything seems 

to check out so what is wrong?  

● Well does the answer choice actually match the passage or is it based on extraneous 

information not even contained in the passage. Always make sure to go back and see if 

the answer choice actually makes sense from the passage.  

● Remember that unless you are behind on time, always go back to the passage and make 

sure that the answer choice makes sense.  

 

Use kitchen logic:  

● When a question asks the test taker to identify the main idea, you should first focus on the 

opening and closing sentences of the passage and each individual paragraph. If you can’t 

seem to find the main idea from these key sentences, then ask yourself how would you 

describe the passage to someone else. Which words or phrases would you use to explain 

the big ideas of the passage?  

● This is called “kitchen logic” - when you explain something the way you would if you 

were talking to your friends and family while sitting at your kitchen table. So, when faced 

with having to find the main idea of a passage, make it easier on yourself by backing 

away from the passage and using “kitchen logic.” 

 

Getting into the authors mind:  

● A number of questions become much easier when you place yourself in the author's 

mind. Ask yourself these questions:  

○ Why did the author write this passage? 

○ What was the author trying to say? 

○ What angle is the author taking? 

○ What point is the author trying to make? 

● Put yourself in the authors shoes to better understand the overall passage. If you take on 

the opinions and ideas expressed by the author as your own, then it becomes easier to 

answer questions.  

 



 

 

Emotional words:  

● Each question will be about a different angle of the passage. For questions asking about 

emotions in the passage, look for words that are adjectives describing emotions.  

● If a question asks what attitude did the author convey toward the passage or subject, look 

through the passage for attitude words that might convey a positive or negative attitude. 

Words such as brilliant, excited, delightful, depressive, gloomy, and more.  

● Another way to analyze these situations is to arrange all the answer choices in a list going 

from negative to positive.  

 

For example:  

Question: the author's attitude towards this topic is best described as: 

A. Indignation  

B. Eagerness  

C. Impartiality  

D. Fear  

E. Consent  

 

● Now arrange these words from negative to positive: (-) indignation, fear, impartiality, 

consent, eagerness (+) 

 

Finding key words: 

● A good route is to find keywords in the question or answer choices that are likely to stand 

out in the passage and will enable you to quickly narrow your search down.  

● These keywords will be nouns or verbs in the question or answer choices.  

● Once you have identified keywords, then you should scan through the passage quickly 

looking for either those keywords to be repeated in the passage or their synonyms to 

appear in the passage.  

 

  



 

 

Making proper inferences:  

● Questions that ask you to make an inference from the passage will require you to use 

your own personal judgment. Anything directly stated by the author is not an inference. 

You will need to understand the main idea of the passage in order to make a proper 

inference about the author's intent and mindset.  

 

Applying ideas for generalization:  

● Generalization questions are similar to inference questions in the way that you have to go 

beyond what is directly stated in the passage by the author. It helps to put yourself in the 

author’s shoes again. If you were the author and believed in what you had just written, 

how would you feel about another similar situation? What would either strengthen or 

weaken your argument.  

 

Using context clues:  

● Context clues are very important in helping you understand difficult phrases or words in 

the passage.  

● If you already know the definition of a word, or are familiar with it, then you can use 

what you know from the word and apply it to the passage. 

● Once you have made your choice of a good definition then go back to the passage and 

reread the section, but mentally replace the answer choice you have chosen for the word 

being asked about. 

 

 For example:  

A passage states: “He was notorious for making decisions on the spur of the moment…” 

Question: which of the following words, if substituted for the word “notorious” would 

introduce the LEAST change in the meaning of the sentence? 

A. Evil  

B. Disturbed  

C. Famous  

D. Despised  

E. Powerful  



 

 

 

● If you knew that the most common definition of “notorious” meant being known in an 

unfavorable sense, then you might be tempted to choose choice A, “evil.” 

● But once you review back over the passage, choice C, “famous” fits in better into the 

context of the passage.  

 

Breaking down passage organization: 

● In trying to understand the author's perspective, you will sometimes be asked about how 

the passage is organized. Many times, the simplest way to find the answer is to note how 

the opening sentence in a passage or paragraph relates to the rest of the passage. 

● As you go through the answer choices for these organizational questions, quiz yourself on 

each answer choice:  

 

Example:  

Question: Which of the following best describes the organization of the authors 

discussion of this topic?  

A. He provides an example - ask yourself, is there an example in the question?  

B. He makes a comparison - ask yourself, is there a comparison in the question? 

C. He makes an acknowledgement - ask yourself, where is the acknowledgment 

made and to whom? 

D. He discusses a theory - ask yourself, which theory is being discussed? 

E. He praises the research - ask yourself, where is the praise mentioned?  

 

  



 

 

First word analysis: 

● When asked for main ideas that best summarize the passage, an easy strategy is to look at 

the first words in each answer choice and without looking at the rest of the answer 

choices. 

 

Example:  

Question: which of the following best explains the author’s primary purpose?  

A. Dispute… 

B. Describe… 

C. Condemn… 

D. Convince… 

E. Criticize... 

● If you know that the passage is neutral about the subject, then even if you don’t know 

anything else, you can probably eliminate the stronger verbs used in answer choices A, C, 

D, and E. That leaves you with “describe” or answer choice B as being the correct 

answer. 

 

Different viewpoints:  

● Some passages will express the author's viewpoint on a topic, along with the viewpoint of 

other experts or individuals. If asked for the viewpoint of the author, you might go back 

to the passage, find where a certain viewpoint is expressed, and answer the question 

based on what you read.  

● For most passages this will be fine, but when other viewpoints besides the authors are 

expressed, you have to discern who is expressing their opinion in the passage.  

 

  



 

 

Writing test:  

● These multiple choice questions will not require knowledge of formal grammar terms, 

but will require you to identify errors in phrases and sentences and choose the best way to 

correct the sentence errors.  

 

Try every choice: 

● If one choice seems correct, it won’t hurt to try the other choices as well. Try plugging 

the answers into the blank and see if it makes sense.  

 

Read carefully:  

● One big mistake to avoid is don’t read through the sentences carelessly. Make sure you 

understand the sentence and what you need to look for.  

 

Apostrophes:  

● An apostrophe is used to form a possessive or a contraction. Check for the common 

apostrophe errors. The bracketed words demonstrate the correct way. 

○ Singular possessive nouns. Use “s” to show that a singular noun is possessive [the 

defendants motion]. You can apply this rule even when the singular noun already 

ends in “s” (Charle’s costume) though many writers add only the apostrophe 

[Charles’ shoes] 

○ Plural possessive nouns not ending in “s.” Add only an apostrophe to make plural 

nouns possessive [the boys’ game] 

○ Nouns that are not possessive. Do not add an apostrophe to a noun that is not 

possessive [the teachers (not teacher’s or teachers’). 

  



 

 

 

Possessive personal nouns vs. contractions:  

● Apostrophe errors with possessive personal pronouns are common because possessive 

personal pronouns indicate possession and we are used to using apostrophes to indicate 

possession. Also possessive personal nouns are easily confused with something called 

contractions. Here are some of the basic rules: 

○  Possessive personal pronouns. Don’t add an apostrophe to a possessive pronoun 

[the problem is hers (not her’s). 

○ Contractions. Use an apostrophe in a contraction (it's time to go; you're the one). 

● Make sure to watch for errors in using “it’s” or “its.” Remember that “it’s” means “it is” 

and “its” indicates ownership.  

 

Comma errors:  

● Commas are easy mistakes that can occur. Make sure to watch for the following 

situations: 

○ Use a comma to separate two independent clauses joined with a coordinating 

conjunction (and, or, but, nor, so, for). [The child agreed, but the parent objected]. 

○ Use a semicolon or a period to separate two independent clauses not joined by a 

coordinating conjunction. [The child agreed; however, the parent objected]. 

● Therefore, make sure to not use a comma to separate two independent clauses. 

 

  



 

 

Problems with references:  

● A referent is a word or phrase that refers to something else. Problems with references can 

cause confusion. Problems with reference occur primarily (1) when sentences have more 

than one possible meaning or (2)  when the meaning is only implied. Here are example 

problems with references:  

● More than one possible meaning examples:  

○ The doctors told their parents that they had serious problems. [Who has 

problems?] 

○ To prevent children from sucking their thumbs, some parents soak them in 

tabasco sauce. [Do the parents soak the thumbs or the children?]  

● Referring to a meaning that is only implied:  

○ The corporate officers had failed to disclose the serious conflict of interest raised 

by the possible bankruptcy of T&J’s primary supplier. This was a disaster for the 

officers. [What was the disaster --- the failure to disclose, the conflict, or the 

possible bankruptcy?] 

● Notice that the confusing reference used in the last example is caused by using “this” 

alone. Using the pronoun “this” or “that” without a noun following immediately is 

usually inadvisable.  

● The corporate officers had failed to disclose the serious conflict of interest raised by the 

possible bankruptcy of T&J’s primary supplier. This failure was a disaster for the 

officers.  

● The three primary strategies for solving reference problems are:  

○ Repeat the meaning (as in prior example)  

○ Rearranging the material to place the referent close to the meaning also known as 

the antecedent. 

○ Rearranging the material to eliminate the need for the referent.  

● The possibility of a bankruptcy was a disaster for the corporate officers. They had failed 

to disclose the serious conflicts of interest caused by their ownership of several of T&J’s 

suppliers.  

 

  



 

 

Lack of parallelism:  

● When possible, similar ideas should be expressed in a similar (parallel) structure and 

grammatical form. Parallelism makes for easier reading and clearer meanings. It also 

improves rhythm.  

● Parallel structure:  

○ Parallelism makes for easier reading and clearer meanings. “Easier readings” and 

“clearer meanings” are parallel. 

● Non parallel structure:  

○ Problems occur when the business conceals relevant documents or by deluging  

the auditors with irrelevant documents.  

○ In the non-parallel example, the writer identifies two situations in which problems 

occur; however, the two situations are phrased in non-parallel structure. A parallel 

structure would be:  

○ Problems occur when the business conceals relevant documents or when they 

deluge the auditors with irrelevant documents. 

 

  



 

 

Getting ready for test day: 

● You’re all set to take your PSAT! Now here are a few things to remember for test day: 

○ Get there early. Know exactly where the test will be held and how you will get 

there.  

○ If you have butterflies in your stomach, feed them! You've already done all the 

practice tests you can do, and you've had a good night's sleep. Now it is time to 

get a good, healthy breakfast, but make sure to not overeat. Your body and mind 

will need the energy.  

○ Stay on track. Remember, you don't want to rush, you only want to perform in a 

timely manner. Although there are time restrictions, it is okay at times to go back 

or check a previous answer. Just make sure to use your time wisely.  

○ Answer every question! Getting an answer incorrect will not go against you in the 

PSAT. If you take your chance and answer a question you are unsure of, there is a 

chance you could get it correct rather than leaving it blank.  

○ Most importantly, remember that once it's over, it's over. Clear your mind of it 

and think positively because you did your best.  

 

Post PSAT: 

● After the PSAT, when you've had the time to rest and relax from taking the test, take 

some time to evaluate your performance. This will help you gain valuable insight into 

how you performed, what sort of score you should be expecting, and what mindset you 

should have.  

● Keep in mind that doing a self evaluation shouldnt bring you down. The main idea is to 

make your self-evaluation objective and critical, so that you will achieve an accurate 

view of how things will unfold.  

● Soon enough, you will receive your score and the applications will start rolling out. Make 

it an organized procedure, being as prepared and as informed as you were with your 

PSAT, and this will only lead you to a bright, successful career in the future!  
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