common mistakes in apa formatting for
essays

In academic writing, adhering to specific formatting guidelines is crucial
for clarity, credibility, and demonstrating attention to detail. Among the
most widely adopted styles, the American Psychological Association (APA)
format is prevalent in social sciences, education, and many other fields.
However, even seasoned writers can stumble upon common mistakes in APA
formatting for essays. This comprehensive guide aims to illuminate these
pitfalls, offering clear explanations and practical solutions to ensure your
work meets APA's rigorous standards. From citation errors to manuscript
preparation oversights, we will delve into the nuances of APA style, helping
you avoid common errors and elevate your academic prose. Mastering these
details is essential for presenting polished and professional essays, making
your research accessible and your arguments compelling. Let's explore the
most frequent APA formatting blunders and how to sidestep them.
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Understanding the Importance of APA Formatting

The American Psychological Association (APA) style guide provides a
standardized framework for academic writing, ensuring consistency and clarity
across a wide range of disciplines. Proper APA formatting is not merely about
aesthetic adherence; it is fundamentally about academic integrity and the
accurate dissemination of research. When you meticulously follow APA rules,
you demonstrate respect for your sources, your audience, and the academic
community as a whole. This attention to detail enhances the credibility of
your work, making your arguments more persuasive and your findings more
accessible. Conversely, overlooking common mistakes in APA formatting for
essays can undermine your credibility, distract readers from your content,
and even lead to accusations of plagiarism if citations are handled
incorrectly. Therefore, a deep understanding of APA guidelines is a
cornerstone of effective academic writing, transforming a potentially messy
collection of ideas into a polished, professional presentation of knowledge.

Key Areas Where Common APA Formatting Mistakes



Occur

Navigating the intricacies of APA style can be challenging, and certain areas
are more prone to errors than others. Recognizing these common trouble spots
is the first step toward achieving flawless formatting. These typically
include the title page, running head and page numbers, the abstract, the main
body of the essay, the reference list, and the presentation of tables and
figures. Each of these components has specific requirements within the APA
manual that, if not followed precisely, can lead to significant formatting
mistakes. Understanding the nuances of in-text citations, paraphrasing versus
quoting, and the correct way to list various sources in the reference section
are particularly critical for avoiding prevalent errors in APA formatting for
essays.

Mistakes in APA Formatting for Essays: Title
Page

The title page is the first impression of your essay, and adhering to APA
formatting here is crucial. A common mistake is the placement and formatting
of the essay title. In APA 7th edition, the title should be bolded and
centered on the page, appearing about one-third of the way down. Many writers
forget to bold the title or center it correctly. Another frequent error
involves the author's name and affiliation. The author's name should be
listed, followed by their academic department and the university. The course
name and instructor's name should also be included, though their order and
formatting can vary slightly based on instructor preference. Failure to
include all these required elements, or formatting them incorrectly,
constitutes a significant APA formatting oversight.

Mistakes in APA Formatting for Essays: Running
Head and Page Numbers

The running head and page numbers are essential for manuscript organization,
especially for longer academic papers. A very common mistake in APA
formatting for essays relates to the running head. For student papers (as
opposed to professional papers submitted for publication), APA 7th edition no
longer requires a running head on every page. Instead, only the page number
is required in the header. When a running head is required (for professional
papers), it should be an abbreviated version of the title, all in capital
letters, and should appear in the header on every page. Forgetting to include
the page number, or placing it incorrectly (e.g., not in the header or not
aligned to the right), is another prevalent error. Ensure the page number is
consistently present and correctly formatted on every page, starting with the
title page as page 1.



Mistakes in APA Formatting for Essays: Abstract

The abstract is a concise summary of your essay, and its formatting in APA
style has specific requirements. A frequent error is not labeling the
abstract page correctly. The word "Abstract" should be centered and bolded at
the top of the page, without any extra formatting. Another common mistake is
the content and length of the abstract. It should be a single paragraph,
typically between 150-250 words, summarizing the research question, methods,
results, and conclusions. Writers sometimes include information not found in
the main text or exceed the recommended word count. Furthermore, keywords, if
included, should be indented and begin with the word "Keywords:" in italics,
followed by the keywords themselves.

Mistakes in APA Formatting for Essays: Main
Body of the Essay

The main body of your essay is where the bulk of your content resides, and
it's also a fertile ground for common APA formatting mistakes. These errors
can range from how you present your arguments to how you acknowledge your
sources. Understanding these can significantly improve the overall quality
and adherence to APA standards.

In-Text Citations: The Most Frequent APA Formatting
Errors

In-text citations are arguably the most frequently mishandled aspect of APA
formatting for essays. The core of this error lies in not properly
attributing sources. A fundamental mistake is failing to cite sources
altogether when paraphrasing or quoting. This can lead to unintentional
plagiarism. Another common error is incorrect citation format. APA requires
parenthetical citations with the author's last name and the year of
publication. For direct quotes, the page number is also mandatory. Forgetting
the year, the page number for quotes, or using the wrong punctuation (e.g.,
putting the period inside the parentheses instead of outside) are all typical
mistakes. When paraphrasing, many writers incorrectly believe a page number
is always unnecessary; while not always mandatory, including it can be
helpful for readers to locate the information.

Paraphrasing vs. Quoting: APA Formatting Nuances

Distinguishing between paraphrasing and quoting, and formatting them
accordingly, is essential. A common error is over-reliance on direct quotes.
While quotes are valuable, APA style encourages paraphrasing to demonstrate a
deeper understanding of the material. When paraphrasing, ensure you are not
merely rearranging a few words from the original source; it must be a
complete rephrasing in your own words and sentence structure. Even when



paraphrasing, an in-text citation is still required. Another mistake is when

writers quote extensively without integrating the quotes smoothly into their

own prose, leading to disjointed paragraphs. Remember, short quotes (under 40
words) are incorporated into the text and enclosed in quotation marks, while

longer quotes require a specific block format.

Formatting Block Quotes

Block quotes, used for quotations of 40 words or more, have distinct APA
formatting rules. A common mistake is not indenting the entire block quote
one-half inch from the left margin. Furthermore, block quotes do not use
guotation marks. The quotation marks are omitted because the indentation
itself signifies that the text is a direct quotation. Another error is
incorrect placement of the citation; for block quotes, the citation (author,
year, page) follows the final punctuation of the quote, not before it. Ensure
the block quote is introduced by a colon or a complete sentence, maintaining
proper paragraph structure.

Citing Indirect Sources

Citing sources that you found within another source (indirect sources) 1is
another area where mistakes often occur. The general APA guideline is to try
and locate and cite the original source. However, if that's not possible, you
should cite the secondary source and include a note in your in-text citation
that you found the information in a secondary source. A typical mistake is
simply citing the secondary source without acknowledging it as indirect, or
citing the original author without mentioning the secondary source that
provided the information. The format often looks like (Original Author, as
cited in Secondary Author, Year, p. X).

Numbers and Statistics in APA Style

APA has specific rules for when to use numerals versus words for numbers. A
frequent error is inconsistent application. Generally, APA style dictates
using numerals for numbers 10 and above, and for statistical data, fractions,
percentages, and units of measurement. Words are typically used for numbers
zero through nine when they are not statistical. However, exceptions exist.
For instance, if two numbers appear together, and one is 10 or above, use
numerals for both (e.g., "12 3-year-olds"). Misapplying these rules, such as
writing "five hundred" instead of "500" when appropriate, or vice versa, 1is a
common oversight.

Headings and Subheadings: APA Formatting Guidelines

APA utilizes a clear hierarchy of headings and subheadings to organize the
essay's content, making it easier for readers to follow the structure of your



argument. Mistakes in this area often involve incorrect formatting or an
illogical progression of levels. APA 7th edition outlines specific levels of
headings, each with distinct formatting (e.g., bolding, capitalization,
indentation). A common error is using a heading level that doesn't fit the
content's hierarchy or using the wrong font style or capitalization for a
particular level. For example, using a Level 3 heading when a Level 2 heading
would be more appropriate, or incorrectly bolding or italicizing a heading,
are frequent APA formatting mistakes.

Mistakes in APA Formatting for Essays:
Reference List

The reference list is a critical component of your essay, providing a
complete inventory of all sources cited in the text. Errors here can
significantly detract from your essay's credibility. Attention to detail is
paramount when constructing this section.

Alphabetical Order in the Reference List

Perhaps the most fundamental rule of the reference list is that entries must
be in alphabetical order by the author's last name. A common mistake is
failing to alphabetize correctly, especially when multiple authors have the
same last name or when an author has multiple works. Ensure that entries
starting with "A," "An," or "The" are alphabetized by the first significant
word, but these articles are not included in the in-text citation. Skipping
this step is a straightforward but significant APA formatting error.

Author Names in the Reference List

Correctly formatting author names is crucial. APA style requires last names
followed by initials. For example, John F. Kennedy would be listed as
Kennedy, J. F. A common mistake is reversing this order or omitting initials.
When citing multiple authors, APA 7th edition requires listing up to 20
authors. For more than 20, you list the first 19, followed by an ellipsis
(...), and then the final author's name. Forgetting to use the ampersand (&)
before the last author's name in a multi-author citation is another frequent
error. Also, ensure consistency in formatting names across all entries.

Year of Publication

The year of publication immediately follows the author's name in parentheses.
A common mistake is misplacing the year or omitting it entirely. For sources
with no publication date, use "(n.d.)" for "no date." Ensure the parentheses
are correctly placed and that the year is accurate for the source cited.



Titles of Works

The formatting of titles varies depending on the type of work. For books and
journals, the title of the main work (e.g., book title, journal title) is
italicized. For articles within a journal or chapter within a book, the title
of the article or chapter is not italicized but is capitalized in sentence
case. A common mistake is italicizing article titles or failing to italicize
book/journal titles. For journal articles, the journal title should be
followed by the volume number, which is also italicized. Incorrect
capitalization of titles (e.g., using title case for article titles) is
another prevalent error in APA formatting for essays.

Publication Information

The details following the title are essential. For books, this includes the
publisher's name. For journal articles, it includes the journal title, volume
number, issue number (in parentheses, not italicized), and page numbers. For
websites, it might include the website name and URL. Errors often occur in
listing the publisher correctly (e.g., including location, which APA 7th
edition generally omits unless it's a special case) or in formatting the
issue number and page range for journal articles. Forgetting the issue number
when it's available is a common oversight.

Digital Object Identifiers (DOIs) and URLs

Providing DOIs or URLs is critical for online sources. A common mistake is
failing to include them when available. For DOIs, APA 7th edition now prefers
them to be presented as hyperlinks: https://doi.org/xxxx. If a DOI is not
available, but the article was found on a website other than a common
academic database, provide the URL. Ensure that URLs are live and directly
link to the source. Another error is incorrectly formatting the URL or simply
stating "Retrieved from" without a URL when one is required. For sources
found in common academic databases (like PsycINFO, JSTOR), you generally do
not need to provide the database name or URL unless the article is not
commonly found in such databases.

Formatting Different Source Types

APA style has specific formats for a wide array of source types, including
books, journal articles, book chapters, websites, reports, and more. A major
pitfall is applying the wrong format to a particular source type. For
instance, treating a book chapter as a standalone book, or a website as a
journal article, will lead to formatting errors. Familiarize yourself with
the specific rules for each type of source you use. For example, the order of
elements and the use of italics or quotation marks differ significantly
between a journal article and a website.



Mistakes in APA Formatting for Essays: Tables
and Figures

When presenting data visually, tables and figures must adhere to specific APA
formatting guidelines. A common mistake is inconsistent formatting across
tables and figures, or not following the specific rules for each. For
example, tables should have horizontal lines only at the top and bottom of
the table and below the column headings. Vertical lines are generally
avoided. Figures should be clear and easy to read, with appropriate labeling.
Another frequent error is improper numbering of tables and figures (e.g.,
Table 1, Figure 1). The title for both tables and figures should be bolded
and in title case. Furthermore, a brief note should accompany each table and
figure to explain any abbreviations or symbols used, and this note should be
placed directly below the table or figure.

Mistakes in APA Formatting for Essays: General
Manuscript Preparation

Beyond the specific components, general manuscript preparation also presents
opportunities for APA formatting mistakes. Double-spacing the entire
manuscript, including the reference list and block quotes, is a foundational
APA rule. Forgetting to do this or only partially double-spacing is a common
oversight. Margins should be set to 1 inch on all sides. Incorrect margins
can disrupt the visual flow and readability of your essay. Font choice is
also important; APA recommends common, easily readable fonts like Times New
Roman 12-point. Using unusual or small fonts is a mistake that hinders
readability. Finally, ensuring consistent capitalization and punctuation
throughout the document, especially in headings and references, is vital.

Finalizing Your Essay: Proofreading for APA
Formatting Errors

The final stage of essay writing involves meticulous proofreading,
specifically for APA formatting errors. Many writers make the mistake of
rushing this process, assuming that if the content is strong, the formatting
will be acceptable. However, a dedicated proofreading session focused solely
on APA style is essential. Read through your essay with the APA manual or a
reliable guide by your side. Check every in-text citation against your
reference list. Verify that all formatting for headings, block quotes,
tables, and figures is correct. Pay close attention to every detail, from
punctuation in citations to the capitalization of titles. A systematic
approach, perhaps even reading your essay backward to focus on individual
words and punctuation, can help catch subtle APA formatting mistakes before
submission.



Conclusion: Mastering APA Formatting to Avoid
Common Mistakes

Successfully navigating the complexities of APA formatting for essays is a
hallmark of strong academic writing. By understanding and diligently avoiding
common mistakes in APA formatting for essays, writers can significantly
enhance the clarity, credibility, and overall professionalism of their work.
From meticulously preparing the title page and abstract to ensuring accurate
in-text citations and a perfectly formatted reference list, every detail
contributes to a polished final product. Addressing prevalent errors in
headings, tables, figures, and general manuscript preparation further
solidifies your adherence to APA standards. Ultimately, mastering APA
formatting is not just about following rules; it's about demonstrating
respect for scholarly communication and presenting your ideas with the utmost
precision and authority, making your research accessible and impactful.

Frequently Asked Questions

What's the most common mistake with APA reference
list entries?

A very frequent error is incorrectly formatting the DOI (Digital Object
Identifier). It should always be a live hyperlink and follow the format:
https://doi.org/xxxxxxxxx. Missing DOIs or incorrect punctuation around them
are also common.

How do students often misformat in-text citations in
APA?

A common mistake is forgetting to include the author's last name and year
when paraphrasing or quoting. For direct quotes, the page number is also

mandatory. Variations like missing commas between author and year, or
incorrect placement of the citation, are also prevalent.

What's a recurring error related to APA headings?

Students often struggle with the correct level and formatting of headings.
For instance, using bolding for a Level 2 heading when it should be bold and
italicized, or not capitalizing the first letter of main words in a Level 3
heading are common issues.

What's a frequent oversight in APA for tables and
figures?

The most common mistake is not properly labeling tables and figures. Each
needs a clear title (Table 1, Figure 1), followed by a descriptive title. The



note below the table/figure for explanations or source information is often
missing or incorrectly formatted.

How do students typically err with APA font and
spacing?
While often simpler, mistakes like inconsistent font types or sizes

throughout the document are common. Also, failing to use double-spacing for
the entire paper, including the reference list, is a frequent oversight.

What's a recurring problem with the APA title page?

Forgetting to include the running head (and its label in all caps for
professional papers, or just the page number for student papers) and the page
number aligned to the right is a very common mistake. The order and placement
of the title, author's name, and affiliation can also be incorrect.

What's a common error in APA for block quotes?

Students often fail to indent the entire block quote (ten words or more) as a
new paragraph, typically by 0.5 inches from the left margin. They also
sometimes incorrectly place the citation before the final punctuation of the
gquote, instead of after.

Additional Resources

Here are 9 book titles related to common mistakes in APA formatting for
essays:

1.

Navigating the Nuances: Mastering APA 7th Edition
for Academic Success

This guide delves into the most frequent pitfalls students encounter when
applying APA 7th edition guidelines. It offers clear explanations and
practical examples for citations, references, and manuscript preparation. The
book aims to demystify complex rules and build student confidence in
producing polished, correctly formatted academic papers.

2.

The Citation Compass: Avoiding APA Pitfalls in Your
Research Paper

Designed to be a student's go-to resource, this book directly addresses
common errors in in-text citations and reference list construction. It
provides step-by-step instructions for various source types, highlighting



where students most often go wrong. Readers will learn to accurately
attribute sources and prevent plagiarism through diligent APA adherence.

3.

Beyond the Basics: Refining Your APA Paper's
Structure and Style

This title focuses on the often-overlooked aspects of APA formatting that
distinguish a good paper from a great one. It covers elements like effective
use of headings, tables, figures, and professional manuscript formatting. The
book aims to elevate a student's writing by ensuring their APA style supports
clarity and readability.

4,

The APA Error Eraser: Common Formatting Mistakes and
How to Fix Them

This practical handbook is built around identifying and rectifying the most
prevalent APA formatting blunders. It offers concise solutions and visual
aids for common errors in capitalization, punctuation, and the presentation
of statistics. Students will find this an invaluable tool for last-minute
proofreading and comprehensive understanding.

5.

From Draft to Distinction: Polishing Your APA Essay

This book walks students through the process of transforming a rough draft
into a polished, APA-compliant essay. It emphasizes the importance of
consistency in formatting and adherence to style guidelines throughout the
writing process. The guide offers strategies for tackling common APA
challenges, ensuring a professional presentation of research.

6.

Decoding APA: A Student's Guide to Avoiding
Reference Nightmares

This resource is specifically tailored to help students overcome the
intricacies of creating accurate and consistent reference lists in APA style.
It breaks down the common errors made with various source types, from journal
articles to websites. The book empowers students to build complete and
correctly formatted bibliographies.

7.



The APA Style Sentinel: Protecting Your Paper from
Formatting Fouls

This comprehensive guide acts as a vigilant protector against common APA
formatting errors that can detract from a student's work. It provides in-
depth coverage of abstract formatting, running heads, and the correct
placement of elements like title pages. The book aims to instill good habits
for long-term APA proficiency.

8.

Crafting Clarity: Mastering APA Formatting for
Research Papers

This title emphasizes how correct APA formatting enhances the clarity and
impact of research. It zeroes in on common mistakes in presenting data, such
as the improper formatting of tables and figures, and their narrative
integration. The book guides students to use APA conventions effectively to
communicate their findings precisely.

9.

The Essential APA Fixer: Tackling Your Toughest
Formatting Troubles

This practical manual is designed to be the ultimate problem-solver for the
most challenging APA formatting issues students face. It provides clear,
concise solutions to frequently misunderstood rules regarding punctuation,
capitalization, and the structure of the reference list. The book equips
students with the confidence to tackle any APA formatting hurdle.
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