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INTRODUCTION: WHY
MASTERING APA STYLE MATTERS

For students, researchers, and academic
writers, the American Psychological
Association (APA) style is more than just
a set of formatting rules—it is the gold
standard for clear, consistent, and
credible scholarly communication.
Whether you are writing a term paper, a
dissertation, or a journal article,
understanding APA style helps you

present your ideas in a way that is
instantly recognizable and respected by
readers and reviewers alike. This article
serves as an easy guide to APA style,
breaking down the most important
elements into digestible, actionable
steps. By the end, you will feel confident
in formatting your paper, citing sources,
and building a reference list that meets
the latest 7th edition guidelines.

Many students feel overwhelmed when
first encountering APA style. The sheer
number of rules—from margins and
headings to in-text citations and


https://www.remodelicious.com/

reference entries—can seem
intimidating. However, with a systematic
approach, you can navigate these
requirements efficiently. This guide is
designed to demystify the process,
offering clear explanations, practical
examples, and tips to avoid common
pitfalls. Remember, the goal of APA style
is not to make your life difficult; it is to
ensure that your research is presented
professionally and that your readers can
easily locate the sources you have used.

UNDERSTANDING THE CORE
PRINCIPLES OF APA STYLE

At its heart, APA style is built on a few
foundational principles: clarity, precision,
and respect for intellectual property. The
style emphasizes the author-date
system of citation, which allows readers

to immediately see the year of
publication—crucial in many social
sciences fields where timeliness of
research matters. Additionally, APA style
prioritizes consistency in formatting so
that the focus remains on your content
rather than on distracting layout
variations.

The 7th edition, released in 2019,
introduced several important updates.
Notably, it simplified the formatting rules
for student papers (no separate title
page for some courses, more flexible
heading usage) and broadened
guidelines for citing a wider range of
sources, including social media,
podcasts, and online videos. This edition
also emphasizes inclusive and bias-free
language, encouraging writers to use
person-first  terminology and avoid
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stigmatizing labels. As you work through
this easy guide to APA style, keep these
overarching values in mind; they will
help you make judgment calls when the
rulebook seems unclear.

Paper Formatting
Basics

Before you write a single word, set up
your document with the correct APA
layout. Here are the non-negotiable
elements:

e Margins: 1 inch on all sides (top,
bottom, left, right).

e Font: Use a readable serif or sans-
serif font. Recommended choices
include 12-point Times New

Roman, 11-point Arial, or 10-point
Lucida Sans Unicode. Consistency
is key.

Line Spacing: Double-space the
entire document, including the title
page, abstract, and references. Do
not add extra space between
paragraphs.

Page Numbers: Insert page
numbers flush right in the header.
The first page (title page) should
have the number 1.

Running Head: For professional
manuscripts, include a running
head (a shortened title, all caps)
aligned left in the header. For
student papers, a running head is
usually not required—check your
instructor’s preference.



These basic settings ensure your paper
meets the immediate visual standards of
APA style. Many word processors, such
as Microsoft Word or Google Docs, have
built-in templates or style guides you
can apply to save time. Using a template
can be a great starting point, but always
double-check that it adheres to the
specific edition required by your
institution.

Title Page and
Section Headings

A student paper typically requires a title
page containing the paper title, author
name, institutional affiliation, course
name and number, instructor name, and
assignment due date. Center all this

information on the page, double-spaced.
The title itself should be bold and
centered, using headline capitalization
(major words capitalized). Keep the title
concise but descriptive—ideally no more
than 12 words.

Headings help organize your paper and
guide readers through your argument.
APA style uses a five-level hierarchy, but
most papers only need two or three
levels. The levels are:

1. Level 1: Centered, Bold, Title
Case - used for main sections
(e.g., Method, Results).

2. Level 2: Left-aligned, Bold, Title
Case - used for subsections within
a Level 1 heading.

3. Level 3: Left-aligned, Bold ltalic,
Title Case - used for sub-
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subsections.

4. Level 4: Indented, Bold, Title
Case, Ending with a Period - for
the next level.

5. Level 5: Indented, Bold Italic, Title
Case, Ending with a Period -
further subdivision.

When using headings, maintain
consistency. If you have a Level 1
heading, all subsequent Level 1
headings must be formatted identically.
This structured approach makes your
paper easy to navigate—a core benefit
emphasized in any easy guide to APA
style.

MASTERING IN-TEXT CITATIONS

Every time you use an idea, data, or a
direct quotation from another source,

you must provide an in-text citation. The
basic format is (Author, Year) for
paraphrases and (Author, Year, p. Page)
for direct quotes. However, there are
variations depending on the number of
authors and the type of source.

Paraphrasing vs.
Quoting

Paraphrasing is restating an idea in
your own words. It is generally preferred
because it demonstrates your
understanding and integrates the source
seamlessly. For a paraphrase, include
the author’s last name and the year:
(Smith, 2020). If you mention the
author’s name in the sentence, you can
omit the parentheses: Smith (2020)



argued that...

Direct quotations should be used
sparingly, only when the exact wording
is important. For a short quotation (fewer
than 40 words), enclose it in double
quotation marks and include the page
number: "Climate change is the defining
issue of our era" (Jones, 2019, p. 12). For
longer block quotes (40 words or more),
indent the entire quote half an inch from
the left margin, omit quotation marks,
and place the citation after the final
period.

Citing Multiple

Authors

APA 7th edition has streamlined rules for
citing works by multiple authors:

e One author: (Lee, 2022)

e Two authors: (Lee & Patel, 2022)
- use “&” inside parentheses, spell
out “and” in narrative.

e Three or more authors: Use the
first author’'s name followed by “et
al.” from the very first citation:
(Lee et al., 2022). This simplifies
lengthy reference lists.

e Group authors: Write out the full
name if it is easily abbreviated,
then you can use the abbreviation
in subsequent citations. Example
first citation: (American
Psychological Association [APA],
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2022); subsequent: (APA, 2022).

Always double-check the author list in
your reference entry. If the source is a
blog post or a website without a named
author, use the title in quotation marks
(if it is a page) or in italics (if it is a
report or article). Consistency and
accuracy are the hallmarks of a well-
crafted APA style paper.

BUILDING A PERFECT REFERENCE
LIST

The reference list appears at the end of
your paper, on a new page with the
heading “References” (bold and
centered). Each entry should contain
four main elements: author, date, title,
and source. The exact format varies by
source type, but the underlying pattern

remains consistent.

Common
Reference
Formats

Journal article: Author, A. A., & Author,
B. B. (Year). Title of the article. Title of
the Periodical, Volume(lssue), page
range. DOI/URL

Example: Lee, J., & Patel, R. (2022).
Understanding cognitive load in online
learning. Journal of Educational
Psychology, 114(3), 456-470.
https://doi.org/10.1037/edu0000689

Book: Author, A. A. (Year). Title of work:
Capital letter also for subtitle. Publisher.



Example: Brown, L. (2019). The science
of memory: From encoding to retrieval.
Academic Press.

Chapter in an edited book: Author, A.
A. (Year). Title of chapter. In B. B. Editor
& C. C. Editor (Eds.), Title of book (pp.
XX-xX). Publisher.

Webpage or online source: Author, A.
A. (Year, Month Day). Title of page. Site
Name. URL

Example: National Institute of Mental
Health. (2023, November 8). Anxiety
disorders.
https://www.nimh.nih.gov/health/topics/a
nxiety-disorders

Notice the use of italics for book and
journal titles, but not for article titles.
Also, include a DOI (Digital Object
Identifier) whenever available, as it

provides a stable link. If no DOI is
present, use the URL of the homepage
(not a database link) for most sources.

Ordering and
Formatting the
Reference List

References should be arranged
alphabetically by the first author’s last
name. Use a hanging indent: the first
line of each entry is flush left, and
subsequent lines are indented 0.5
inches. Most word processors can apply
this formatting automatically. Double-
space the entire list, just like the rest of
the paper. If you have multiple works by
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the same author, order them by
publication date (earliest first). If the
same author published works in the
same year, add lowercase letters a, b, ¢
after the year (e.g., 2020a, 2020b) and
order them alphabetically by title.

This easy guide to APA style would be
incomplete without emphasizing the
importance of accuracy in your reference
list. A missing period or an incorrect
author name can lead to lost credibility.
Use citation management tools like
Zotero, EndNote, or Mendeley to help
streamline the process, but always
proofread the final output against the
official APA manual.

ADDITIONAL TIPS FOR A
POLISHED APA PAPER

Beyond citations and formatting, there

are several nuances that can elevate
your paper from acceptable to excellent.
Pay attention to the following details:

e Numbers and Statistics: In APA
style, spell out numbers one
through nine, and use numerals for
10 and above. However, there are
exceptions: always use numerals
for measurements, percentages,
and time (e.g., 5 mg, 12%). Report
statistics with appropriate
rounding and always include the
degrees of freedom in
parentheses.

e Tables and Figures: Label each
table as “Table 1" (bold, flush left)
and give it a brief title in italics.
Figures receive the same
treatment but use the label



“Figure 1.” Include a note below
the table or figure explaining any
abbreviations or special symbols.
Bias-Free Language: The 7th
edition strongly encourages
sensitivity. Use “people-first”
language (e.g., “individuals with
autism” instead of “autistic
people” unless the community
prefers otherwise). Avoid terms
that imply judgment, such as
“suffering from” or “victim of.”
Appendices: If you have
supplementary material (surveys,
data sets), place it in an appendix
after the reference list. Label it
Appendix A, Appendix B, etc.

Using a checklist can help ensure you
haven’'t overlooked any detail. Many
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universities provide an APA style
checklist that covers margins, font,
headings, in-text citations, and
references. Running your paper through
a tool like Grammarly (set to academic
style) or the APA Style website’'s sample
papers can also catch errors.

COMMON MISTAKES AND HOW
TO AVOID THEM

Even experienced writers slip up
occasionally. Here are the most frequent
errors seen in APA style papers, along
with quick fixes:

1. Incorrect order of reference
elements. Remember: author,
year, title, source. Do not place
the title before the author.

2. Missing DOI or URL. Always
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check that the link works and leads to the
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