
 

Understanding Your ACT Scores and What to Do Next 

Transcript: 

You have probably gotten your scores back by now, and are feeling either great about your 
score, not so great about your score, or not sure how you should feel about your score. 

Regardless of how you are feeling about it at this particular moment, this session is a 
celebration. Tonight is about celebrating what you’ve accomplished and giving you some ideas 
about your next steps, depending on how you did a few weeks ago. 

We have some learning objectives for today, but they are more empowerment goals than 
anything. I want to make sure you understand your scores. But, more than that you’ll be able to 
decide if you want or need to retake the ACT and be able to start thinking about what you 
should take your senior year to be more prepared for college. Speaking of college, I’ll show you 
some resources you can access when you’re thinking about your future plans. 

Chat in if you’ve taken the driving test, and, if so, why you took it. 

 No one mentioned that they took it for the officer administering the test who would be 
determining if you got your license or not. 

You probably took that test because you wanted the freedom of the open road and all the 
possibilities for you that represents. And, rules say you have to demonstrate your skills before 
you’re allowed to do that. The test is not the ultimate event, but the beginning of a lot of 
possibilities. 

Taking the ACT is much the same. There’s a lot of build up to the actual test day, but then it’s 
over. So it’s not so much about the test day itself, as the opportunities taking the ACT opens up 
for you now. We are going to talk about some of those opportunities in tonight’s session. 

Like most analogies, this one breaks down eventually, too. Chat in please any differences you 
see between the driver’s test and the ACT. 

One big difference is that when you get a driver’s license, you pass or you fail. If you pass, 
you’re golden, all set, having all the rights and responsibilities of a licensed driver. 

The ACT, though, is not a pass/fail test. You’ve gotten your scores (or you will shortly), but YOU 
have to determine the value of the score and whether you are all set. Somewhere between 1 
and 36 is your “all set” spot. So how do you know if you hit it? 

How did we define a “good” ACT score? Defining a “good” score depends on what you are 
trying to accomplish. Let’s talk about two ways to approach this question.  



Probably your first pass at whether your score is good for you or not is whether it meets the 
requirements for your target schools.  This is often an important step, so I don’t want to 
minimize it.   

But a second thing to consider is what the scores mean about your current set of skills and 
those you’ll need in the future, because you don’t want to just get IN to college…you want to be 
prepared and ready! 

So, let’s take a look at what a report looks like and think through these two issues. 

If you haven’t already, you can check your scores online. You’ll see a summary of your scores 
with the option to view a pdf of your score report, too. I’ll show you in a minute how the printed 
report looks a little different than the online report, and includes some different information that 
you will want to check out. 

You can see your composite score. Chat in what you remember about the composite score?  

You can see your subject scores and sub-scores in English, math, science, and reading. These 
sub-scores show you how you did relative to the “big buckets” of topics within English, math, 
science, and reading. If you wanted to retake the ACT, you could use your sub-scores to focus 
your studying for next time if you noticed a difference in performance across the different areas.  

And, here, you can see a quick notation if your score reached the ACT College Readiness 
Benchmark in that subject. 

You’ll see there are lots of things hyperlinked in your online report, but let’s talk just a minute 
about what a check in this column means for you. 

ACT’s definition of College and Career Readiness is for you to be equipped to: enroll and 
succeed without remediation in a credit-bearing first-year course. 

The key concept is success without remediation. College can be expensive, without putting the 
added burden of paying for courses that ultimately do not count toward a degree plan! 

So, think about this. A typical slate of first-year courses in core areas includes English Comp, 
College Algebra, a social science like Psychology or Sociology, and Biology. 

ACT set the bar at a 50% likelihood of getting a B or 75% likelihood of a C. 

So, what are students scoring on the ACT who then go on to earn at least a B or C in first year 
courses?  

ACT researchers matched performance in those first year courses with ACT test scores in the 
related subjects.  

• Your score on the English test aligns with your likely performance in freshman English 
Composition. 

• Your score on the math test aligns with College Algebra 



• Your score on the reading test aligns with typical social science courses 

• Your science score aligns with freshman Biology. 

So, when admissions counselors look at your scores, they know that reaching these 
Benchmarks translates into a likelihood that you will do well in first-year college classes. And 
they are interested, not just in you enrolling in their school, but also succeeding when you get 
there!   This is one of those “future success” things you will want to think about.  

This shows just the top half of the printed report. All the same information as the online report is 
there: composite score, subjects scores, and sub-scores.  

On the printed report, the benchmarks are shown graphically to the right of your scores. 

But, your report includes even more information that can help you know how you’re doing in 
different areas. On the printed report, you’ll find that in this shaded area, but let’s take a look at 
them on the online report. 

Let’s scroll down on the online report to some additional scores and indicators you can check 
out. 

If you took the writing test, you will see your writing score, along with the scores you earned in 
four different rubric domains.  

Also, if you took the writing test, you will see an English Language Arts or ELA score calculated. 
This score combines your reading, English, and writing scores to give you an overall score for 
literacy. 

Below that, you’ll see a STEM score, which combines your math and science scores. If you 
want to go into a heavily STEM-focused major or career, you’ll want to take careful note of this 
score. Remember I mentioned earlier, that the Benchmark score for STEM-focused students 
would be 26 instead of 22 or 23 in math and science individually. 

And finally, you’ll see two indicators toward the bottom: an Understanding Complex Texts 
indicator and a Progress toward Career Readiness indicator.  The Understanding Complex 
Texts is based on just some of the questions on the reading test. This indicator tells you about 
your current skill level at identifying the central meaning for different types of texts. This 
indicator is also one to watch, because you will be reading A LOT in college. 

And we’ll come back to the Progress Toward Career Readiness indicator in a little bit, but for 
now, just know that it’s there. 

Another way to think about your scores is to translate them into skills.  If you are thinking that 
you want a better score, then you need to have some sense of what you need to improve. 

The way to know that is by understanding the ACT College and Career Readiness Standards.   



The Standards are described for small ranges of scores beginning at 13. Standards aren’t 
developed for scores 1-12, because ACT research did not find reliable patterns of skills for 
students who scored in that range.  

These standards are also available at ACT.org, under the Education and Career Planning 
section. 

When you choose a subject, you can drill into the standards by major strand. Let’s say, you 
picked English and the Organization, Unity, and Cohesion strand. 

That would expand that strand and show you the different skills in each score range. What this 
means is that if you scored a 23 in English, you can probably do the things listed in the 13-15, 
16-19, and 20-23 ranges.   

So your next frontier is to get really good at the skills listed in the 24-27 ranges on up. 

Knowing the skills related to different score bands is helpful in two ways: 1) It can help focus 
your studying if you decide to retake the ACT, and 2) it can help you plan your courses for your 
senior year. 

Let’s talk about senior year, first. We’ll come back to whether you want to retake the ACT in just 
a minute. 

If you are a junior, senior year may feel like it’s all downhill to graduation. But you still have a lot 
you can learn before you head off to college. Now that you have some ACT scores in hand, 
you’ll have some important information to help you make some decisions about your final year 
of high school. Before you fill your schedule with the path of least resistance, talk with your 
counselor about your scores and seek help finding the most beneficial classes to strengthen 
your skills. 

1. If you didn’t meet the College Readiness Benchmark in a subject, look for the most 
rigorous classes you can find in that subject to strengthen your skills before college.   
Chat in, please, what the Benchmark scores represent for your future success. Your 
likelihood for a strong college start freshman year goes up the more prepared you are. 
That may be a no-brainer, but it also suggests not letting off the gas during your senior 
year. 

2. Like we talked about a few minutes ago, definitely take a look at the ACT College and 
Career Readiness Standards. They can help you investigate the skills you need to 
develop next, and your counselor should be able to help you match those skills to 
possible classes. 

As we’ve said, your first pass at thinking about your score is whether it meets the requirements 
of your target schools, but think also about specific programs of study and scholarship and 
financial aid opportunities.  If your scores don’t meet the requirements, you can either retest or 
broaden your school search. 



Some of you mentioned problems on test day as a good reason to retest. Agreed. If you felt ill or 
misunderstood directions, or something else happened that you think affected your ability to do 
your best, you may want to retest. 

And finally, does your score reflect your skills?   Remember, the ACT is designed to show what 
you know, so if you think your scores don’t represent your abilities or you see a big difference 
between ACT scores and your course grades, you might want to retest. 

How common is retesting? 

As a point of reference, 45% of the graduating class of 2015 took the ACT two or more times.  
So, it is not unheard of to take it more than once. 

The lower your first score, the more likely your second will be higher. 

Let’s take a look at the remaining testing dates this year, in case you are wanting to retest. 

Here are the remaining testing dates and registration deadlines for 2016. Notice that the 
deadline for the last testing date this school year is coming up pretty quickly.  

Remember, YOU determine if you “passed” the ACT by determining what your scores mean to 
you, and how you might determine if you should retest. And, again, it comes down to these two 
things:   

1. Do your scores meet requirements for your target schools? and  

2. Do your scores reflect what you know and need to know to be ready for your first year of 
college? 

Now, I’d like to shift gears a bit and talk more about this idea of your future success and how 
your ACT student report can help you think about your options after high school. Because, 
unless you want to be a perpetual student, your goal for going to college is to gain knowledge 
and skills and ultimately be gainfully employed in your chosen field. 

How many of you are fairly sure what you want to do when you get out of college? 

Do you all remember when I said we’d come back to the Progress Toward Career Readiness 
Indicator?  Well, we’re back! 

This is an indicator that reports how developed your CAREER-ready skillset is currently.  On 
your online report, you’ll see a little “Learn More” hyperlink that you can click for more 
information if you are interested. 

That’s exciting, but what are your plans—if you have them—after college, and how do you know 
that you will actually LIKE what you are thinking you want to do? 

This next part of your Score Report is not on the online report, but I’ll show you in a little bit how 
you can get the same information online.  



On the back side of your printed report, you will see a lot of information that can help you think 
about college and career planning. 

Do you remember when you registered for the ACT and you answered a LOT of questions 
about what you would or would not like to do?  

If we zoom into the ACT World-of-Work Map, you can see that this map plots 26 different career 
areas in 12 regions to illustrate the extent that the career area focuses on working with data,   
ideas, people, and things. Seeing lots of possible career fields this way can help you identify 
occupations that are in line with your stated interests.  

To help you get oriented: you can see up in Region 4, that financial transactions have a lot to do 
with data, whereas manufacturing and processing in Region 7 deals more with things. Creative 
and performing Arts in Region 11 deals pretty evenly with people and ideas, whereas 
community services in Region 12 is more people focused.  

The top half of the page adds a little more detail and some things to consider. 

In addition to the Interest Inventory that you completed before you took the ACT, you also 
indicated your current thoughts for a college major and future career, which are reported back at 
the top part of your Student Report. 

The first column gives you a different view of the information in the World-of-Work Map. The 
second is about the college major you selected, and the third about the career field you are 
considering. 

As you review this information, you’ll want to do two things. 

1. See if your current plans align with your Interest Inventory results. In this example, Ann’s 
map shaded Regions 2, 3, and 4. Financial Transactions was in Region 4…so her 
accounting major fits nicely. And the occupational field she chose fits in Region 2. 
Another good fit for her. 

2. Explore the related career areas, majors, and occupations listed. There may be 
something there that you haven’t considered before, but that might be worth exploring! 

So, this is all fascinating stuff, but it lives on a flat piece of paper. You can’t really do more with it 
than just read it. That’s where ACT Profile comes in.  

When you really want to dig into your options for life after high school, ACT Profile is the place 
to go. 

1. If you want explore your options after high school, you can create personalized major 
and career maps to help you explore. Essentially you get an interactive World-of-Work 
Map. 
 

2. If you’re not sure what you want to study in college, you can identify majors that might 
be a good fit. But also, you can complete other inventories that can point you toward 



new careers you may not have considered—or even known existed! Or, you can back 
into a major, by finding an interesting career track and backing into the training required 
to enter the field.  There are lots of ways to explore. 

Finally, ACT Profile also has some great college search tools and cost comparison calculators 
that you can use to help narrow down your college search if you’re still unsure about your next 
steps.    

The Career Map on ACT Profile is labeled a little bit differently than the World-of-Work map on 
your report, but the information is the same. The great thing about the Career Map online is that 
you can really dig in because it is fully interactive. You can click on any career area to learn 
more about that field.    

Another resource that you have in your materials is this short guide called “Impact Your Future: 
Get Set for College.” This gives you some direction if you are still unsure about your next steps 
heading into your senior year. 

Taking this “one small step” was actually no small feat for NASA in the 1960s. There was a LOT 
of build up to it.  But it represented one “giant leap” in technology, in patriotism, in American 
ingenuity, in possibility. 

That is a lot like the experience you’ve had over the past couple of months. Lots of build-up 
studying for the test you took on April 9, which was your “one small step.”  But at the same time, 
that one day and what you do next year as a result of that “one small step” will turn into a big 
leap for you personally. 

We hope you stay connected through ACT Profile, Instagram, Facebook, and Twitter. And, we 
wish you all the best in your endeavors going forward. 

Thanks for joining us! 

 


