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Mastering the APA Style Paper 6th Edition: A Complete Guide

Academic writing thrives on clarity, precision, and consistency. The American Psychological Association (APA)

style, particularly its 6th edition, has long been the gold standard for social science research papers. Whether

you’re a graduate student, a doctoral candidate, or a professional researcher, mastering the nuances of an APA

style paper 6th edition will set your work apart. In this comprehensive guide, we’ll walk through every essential

element—from the title page to the reference list—so you can confidently produce polished, publication �ready

manuscripts.

Why the 6th Edition Still Matters

While the 7th edition has recently become the norm, many journals, conferences, and academic institutions still

require the 6th edition format. Understanding its rules remains crucial because:

•  Legacy Journals: Many psychology, sociology, and education journals have not yet transitioned to the 7th 

edition.

•  Institutional Requirements: Some universities mandate the 6th edition for theses and dissertations.

•  Continuity: Researchers who have published in the 6th edition can maintain consistency across multiple 

works.

Below, we’ll cover all the components that make up a standard APA style paper 6th edition, highlighting differences

from the 7th edition where relevant.

Structure of an APA Style Paper 6th Edition

Every APA paper follows a predictable layout: title page, abstract, main body, references, and optional appendices.

Let’s break down each section.

1. Title Page

The title page is the first impression of your paper. It contains:

1.  Title – Centered, bold, and in title case. Keep it concise (under 12 words if possible).

2.  Author’s Name – Centered below the title, with no titles or degrees.

3.  Institutional Affiliation – Centered below the author’s name.

4.  Running Head – A shortened version of the title ("d 50 characters) in the header on the left, with the page 

number on the right. The phrase “Running head:” appears only on the title page.

5.  Page Number – Right �aligned header, starting with “1” on the title page.

Example:

Running head: EFFECTS OF SOCIAL MEDIA ON STUDENT WELL �BEING\nPage 1

2. Abstract

The abstract summarizes the entire study in 150–250 words. It should be a single paragraph without indentation.

Include key elements: purpose, methods, results, and conclusions. Avoid citations in the abstract.



3. Main Body

The main body is where you present your research. It is divided into several sections, each with specific formatting

rules.

APA 6th edition uses five levels of headings, each formatted differently. Consistency is key.

•  Level 1: Centered, bold, title case. Example: Method

•  Level 2: Flush left, bold, title case. Example: Participants

•  Level 3: Flush left, bold, italic, title case. Example: Data Collection

•  Level 4: Indented, bold, title case, ending with a period. Example: Procedure.

•  Level 5: Indented, bold, italic, title case, ending with a period. Example: Statistical Analysis.

All paragraphs should be indented 0.5 inches (one tab). Use a readable serif font such as Times New Roman,

12 �point. Double �space the entire paper, including headings, quotations, references, and footnotes.

APA 6th edition uses the author �date system. When citing a source, include the author’s last name and the year of

publication. For direct quotes, add the page number as well.

•  Paraphrased: (Smith, 2018)

•  Direct Quote: (Smith, 2018, p. 45)

For multiple authors, use “&amp;” between the last two authors in parentheses. Example: (Smith &amp; Jones,

2019).

Short quotes (fewer than 40 words) appear in quotation marks within the text. Longer quotes ("e 40 words) are

formatted as block quotes: indented 0.5 inches from the left margin, double �spaced, and without quotation marks.

Each table or figure receives a number (Table 1, Figure 1) and a title. Place the title above the table or figure.

Include a note below if needed. Label the tables and figures within the text (e.g., “Table 1 shows the demographic

breakdown…”).

4. References

The reference list begins on a new page titled “References.” It follows alphabetical order by the first author’s last

name. Each reference uses a hanging indent of 0.5 inches.

Typical reference formats:

•  Journal Article: Smith, J. A. (2018). The impact of social media on adolescent mental health. Journal of 

Psychology, 45(3), 123 �134. https://doi.org/10.1234/abcd.efgh

•  Book: Johnson, L. M. (2015). Understanding Social Dynamics. New York, NY: Academic Press.

•  Online Source: National Institute of Mental Health. (2019). Social media and mental health. Retrieved from 

https://www.nimh.nih.gov/health/topics/social-media

Key differences from the 7th edition include the use of “Retrieved from” without the URL’s “https://” prefix and the

omission of the publisher location for books published after 2010.

5. Appendices (Optional)

Appendices contain supplementary material such as raw data, questionnaires, or additional analyses. Label each

appendix (Appendix A, Appendix B) and refer to it in the main text. Each appendix begins on a new page.

Formatting Checklist for the APA 6th Edition

Use this checklist to ensure every detail aligns with APA guidelines.



•  Margins: 1 inch on all sides.

•  Font: Times New Roman, 12 �point.

•  Line Spacing: Double �spaced throughout.

•  Page Numbers: Right �aligned header on every page.

•  Running Head: Present on the title page only.

•  Indentation: 0.5-inch indent for all paragraphs.

•  Headings: Follow the five �level system.

•  In �Text Citations: Author �date format.

•  References: Hanging indent, alphabetical order.

•  Tables &amp; Figures: Numbered, titled, and labeled.

Common Pitfalls and How to Avoid Them

1. Mixing 6th and 7th Edition Rules

Many writers unknowingly combine elements from both editions. For instance, the 7th edition removes “Running

head:” from pages beyond the title page, but the 6th edition requires it. Stick strictly to the 6th edition guidelines if

that’s what your institution demands.

2. Incorrect Citation Formats

Using the wrong citation style for a source type (e.g., citing a book as a journal article) can undermine credibility.

Double �check each reference against the APA manual or reliable online resources.

3. Inconsistent Headings

Mixing heading levels or forgetting to indent level 4 and 5 headings can confuse readers. Keep a heading hierarchy

consistent throughout.

4. Overlooking the Reference List

Missing references or misformatted entries can lead to plagiarism accusations. Use reference management

software like EndNote, Zotero, or Mendeley to keep track.

Tools and Resources for APA 6th Edition

1. Reference Management Software

Tools such as Zotero, Mendeley, and EndNote can automatically format citations and references according to APA

6th edition. Ensure you select the correct style in the software’s settings.

2. Online Style Guides

Websites like APA.org provide downloadable PDFs of the APA 6th edition manual. Additionally, many universities

host their own style guides with examples tailored to their requirements.

3. Writing Assistants

Applications like Grammarly offer APA style checks, but always cross �verify with the manual. Some platforms have

specific APA 6th edition templates you can import into Word.

Examples of Common Reference Formats

Below are examples of how to format different source types in APA 6th edition.

Journal Article with DOI



Smith, J. A., &amp; Brown, L. (2017). Social media usage patterns among adolescents. Journal of Youth Studies ,

12(4), 321 �335. https://doi.org/10.1234/jys.2017.0123

Book with Publisher Location

Johnson, R. T. (2014). Behavioral Analysis in the 21st Century. Boston, MA: Pearson.

Webpage

American Psychological Association. (2019). APA style guide. Retrieved from https://apastyle.apa.org/

Transitioning from 6th to 7th Edition: What’s Changed?

Understanding the differences between the two editions helps you adapt if your institution switches to the 7th

edition later. Key changes include:

•  Running Head: Removed from all pages except the title page.

•  Author Names: The 7th edition allows up to 20 authors before using “et al.”, whereas the 6th edition uses “et 

al.” after the third author.

•  DOI Formatting: 7th edition uses “https://doi.org/” instead of “doi:”.

•  Reference List: Publisher location omitted for books published after 2010.

•  In �Text Citations: The 7th edition allows the use of “(Author, Year)” without the need for “et al.” after the first 

citation.

Despite these differences, the core principles of clarity, consistency, and academic integrity remain unchanged.

Final Tips for a Polished APA Paper 6th Edition
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