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Formatting Text and Headings in MS Word 

Before using these instructions, you should be sure that your document is formatted 

properly (see “Document Formatting in MS Word”). 

To make the editing process go more smoothly, you should work through the document 

and make sure that paragraphs are formatted properly and headings have styles applied. 

Applying styles to chapter titles and headings speeds the process of building a table of 

contents later on. 

Begin by consulting the guidelines for the specific grad school or publisher to determine 

the requirements for formatting paragraphs and heading styles. The standard paragraph 

formatting for dissertations and theses is double-spaced with the first line indented one-

half inch. Therefore, this document will explain how to apply that particular type of 

formatting.  

Formatting Paragraphs 

1. Set the document to show all invisible characters (paragraph markers, page breaks, 

etc.) by selecting the paragraph symbol in the Paragraph section of the Home menu: 

 

 

2. Place the cursor at the very end of the first paragraph of the body (usually on page 1 of 

Chapter 1): 

 

 

3. Delete any spaces that appear between the final period of the paragraph and the 

paragraph marker. 

4. Use the ruler to set the indentation of the first line to one-half inch: 
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If the ruler is not visible at the top of the document, directly below the ribbon, use the 

View Ruler icon at the top of the scroll bar to make the ruler visible:  

 

 

5. In the Home menu, select the icon in the corner of the Paragraph area to display the 

Paragraph dialog box: 

 

 

6. In the Paragraph dialog box, under Spacing, you may need to change the After value to 

0 pt. (The default is 10 pt.). Set the Line spacing value. 

 

 



Dr. C for edit911 3 February 3, 2011 

7. While most grad schools indicate that Widow/Orphan control should be turned on (the 

default setting), one or two institutions indicate in their dissertation guidelines that text 

should come as close as possible to the bottom margin of all pages; that is, 

Widow/Orphan control is turned off. To make this change, in the Paragraph dialog box, 

select the Line and Page Breaks tab and deselect the Widow/Orphan control check 

box: 

 

 

8. When you have made these changes to the first paragraph, save the document. 

9. Check the beginning of the paragraph you are working on to see whether a tab was 

originally used to indent the first line: 

 

 
 

Delete the character. 

At this point, you have two choices of how to apply the paragraph formatting to the rest of 

the paragraphs: copy and paste the ruler from a properly formatted paragraph or define a 

style based on a properly formatted paragraph. Paragraph formatting should be applied to 

one paragraph at a time. 

10. The fastest way to apply this formatting to other paragraphs is to copy and paste the 

ruler. To copy the ruler, place the cursor before the paragraph marker at the end of the 

properly formatted paragraph. 

11. Holding down the Control (CTRL) and Shift keys, type a C. (This action copies the 

ruler.) 

12. Place the cursor at the end of the next paragraph, hold down the Control and Shift 

keys, and type a V. (This action pastes the ruler.) 
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13. As you work through the document, be sure to delete any invisible tab characters at the 

beginning of paragraphs and any extraneous spaces after the final period of the 

paragraph before the paragraph marker. 

14. To create a style based on the properly formatted paragraph, place the cursor before 

the paragraph marker at the end of the paragraph. 

15. In the Styles area of the Home menu, select the button at the bottom of the scroll 

menu. (The contextual help indicates “More” when you point to this button with the 

cursor.) 

 

 

16. In the menu that opens up, select Save Selection as a New Quick Style…: 

 

 

17. In the dialog box that opens, enter a descriptive name for the style and select OK. 

 

 
 

NOTE: The default style for most text in the document will be Normal. Do not update 
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Normal for this paragraph style. Doing so will change formatting across the 

document, including in tables, figures, block quotes, and so on. 

18. After you have created this style, a button will be available in the Style area to apply the 

style to subsequent paragraphs. To do so, put the cursor at the end of the paragraph 

before the paragraph marker and select the paragraph style button in the Styles area: 

 

 
 

You will still need to apply this style one paragraph at a time, deleting paragraph-initial 

invisible tab characters and extra spaces at the ends of paragraphs as you go. 

Formatting Block Quotes 

Again, grad school guidelines vary concerning how block quotes should be formatted. 

While all indicate that the entire block of text should be indented from the left, the amount 

of indentation (.25” or .5”), line-spacing (single, double, or other), justification (fully justified 

or ragged right), and placement of right margin (fully justified with additional .5” right 

margin as opposed to regular right margin) vary greatly across institutions. 

To format block quotes so that they are identical throughout the document, format the first 

block quote according to the grad school guidelines. 

1. To set the indentation from the left, place the cursor at the end of the block quote, 

before the final paragraph marker and access the Paragraph dialog box: 

 

 

2. In the Paragraph dialog box, set the line spacing, indentation, and so on: 
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Note that regular paragraph indentation (first line only) would be indicated under the 

Special indentation above. In this instance, First line under Special has been set to 0”.  

3. Under Indentation, to have the entire left edge of the paragraph indented, select the 

amount of indentation for Left (in this case, 0.5”). 

4. If the guidelines specify that block quotes must also be set in from the right margin, 

adjust the Right value under Indentation. 

5. If the guidelines specify that the block quote should be fully justified, near the top of the 

dialog box, under General, select Justified from the Alignment drop-down menu. (Left is 

the standard value here.) 

6. Set the Line spacing value to conform to the grad school guidelines (Single, 1.5 lines, 

or Double). 
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7. If the block quote is supposed to be single-spaced (the most frequently required 

spacing for block quotes), you will need to set the paragraph so that space will appear 

after it before the regular text. To do so, under Spacing, from the After drop-down 

menu, select 12 pt. This will insert one line space after the single-spaced block quote. 

 

NOTE: Some grad schools require more than one line spacing before and after direct 

quotes (as well as tables and figures). Because the previous paragraph was double-

spaced, one line space already appears there. To add an additional line space before 

block quotes, change the Before drop-down menu to 12 pt. To add an additional line 

space after the block quote, change the After drop-down menu to 24 pt. 

8. When you have the first block quote formatted according to the grad school guidelines, 

save the changes you have made to the document. Then follow steps 14-18 (beginning 

on page 4), and give the style a descriptive name (e.g., BlockQuote). 

9. Apply this style to subsequent block quotes, being sure to delete paragraph-initial tab 

characters and extraneous spaces between the closing parenthesis for the citation and 

the final paragraph marker. 

Formatting Chapter Titles and Headings 

Formatting for chapter titles and headings varies wildly across grad schools, even for those 

that specific APA 6th. 

APA 6th recommends the following formatting for headings: 

Level 1: Centered, bold, upper and lower case (the first letters of “major 

 words capitalized). 

Level 2: Flush left, bold, upper and lower case. 

Level 3: Indented as the first sentence of a paragraph, bold, sentence case. Note that this 

and the last two level headings are followed by periods, whether they are 

complete sentences or not. Complete sentences are not required in the case of 

these headings. 

Level 4: Indented, bold, italic, sentence case. 

Level 5: Indented, italic, sentence case. 

Some grad schools specify that the title of chapters are to be centered, bold, and in all 

caps. In such cases, the first heading within the chapter follows Level 1 above. Other grad 

schools specify that the title should be in Level 1 style, so the first heading within the 

chapter would be flush left, following Level 2 style. 

If the guidelines you are following depart from APA in the use of a special style for the title 

heading, you will need to remember that, when you apply the heading styles in Word, you 

should apply a heading style number one level lower than the APA style you are applying. 
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Taking this approach will make formatting the table of contents much less confusing. 

1. Begin by selecting all of the first chapter title (across two or three lines if necessary) 

and using the Paragraph dialog box to apply the appropriate style: 

 

 

2. Under General, set Alignment to Centered. 

3. Under Indentation, set Left and Right to 0”. Note: It is not uncommon to find centered 

titles with the standard paragraph indentation still in use. This format is incorrect and 

should be repaired. 

4. Under Spacing, Line spacing is usually set to Double. (This value may differ across 

institutions.) Spacing for Before and After is usually set to 0 pt. 

5. When you have the title formatted to conform to the grad school guidelines, with the 

entire title still selected, point to Heading 1 in the Styles area, right-click, and select 

Update Heading 1 to Match Selection. 
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Heading 1 in the Styles menu is now set to apply formatting to all chapter titles. 

6. Before moving on from the first chapter title, in order to set the title so that it will display 

properly in a generated table of contents, delete the paragraph marker at the end of the 

first line (and any additional lines before the last one). 

 

Because you should be tracking the changes you make, the paragraph marker will 

appear in the margin (when you use the Final Showing Markup view in the Review 

menu): 

 

 

7. Accept the deletion of the paragraph marker by right-clicking on it and selecting Accept 

Deletion: 

 

 

8. Put the cursor where you want the line break to appear in the text (e.g., after the “1”) 

and hold down the Shift key while pressing Enter. The result will be a manual line break 

(also called a soft return): 
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When the table of contents is generated (after all editing and formatting are complete), 

“Chapter 1 Introduction” will appear on one line in the table of contents. 

9. If you will be formatting headings within the chapter that will also be centered (e.g., if 

the title is in all caps or if a style other than APA 6th is being used), follow steps 1-3 on 

page 8 for the first top-level heading. 

 

Very often, long headings that are not indented at the beginning of paragraphs are 

supposed to be single-spaced if they wrap to the next line. 

10. To make the heading style work for all length of headings, under Spacing in the Line 

spacing drop-down menu, select Single. Set the After value to 12 pt. 

 

 
 

This format will allow headings to wrap and be single-spaced while maintaining the 

double-spacing throughout the document. 

11. To avoid having headings strand at the bottom of pages, in the Paragraph dialog box, 

select the Line and Page Breaks tab and select Keep with next. 

 

 

12. Follow step 5 and update Heading 2 to match the heading you have just formatted. 

 

If the heading has been broken across two or more lines with paragraph breaks, follow 
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steps 6-8, making sure that the heading style is applied to the entire heading. 

13. For headings that are flush left, follow steps 9-10, but under General in the Paragraph 

dialog box, set the Alignment drop-down menu to Left. 

 

 

NOTE: If the document has headings that are indented at the beginning of 

paragraphs, you cannot apply heading styles in this manner. Those headings should 

be formatted with your paragraph style and heading text should be made bold or italic as 

needed. 

14. To apply heading styles to the rest of the document, place the cursor in the middle of 

the text to be formatted (e.g., a chapter title) and select the button for the particular 

heading style you want to apply. 

Usually, the title of the bibliography or references or works cited list will appear in the table 

of contents at the same level as chapter titles. The titles of appendices will often appear at 

that same level if there is no “Appendices” cover page (appearing before Appendix A, even 

if Appendix A has a cover page). 

15. Heading 1 (the chapter title level heading) should be applied to the titles of the 

bibliography (references, works cited) and the appendices cover pages when there is 

no initial cover page for all appendices. When there is an “Appendices” cover page that 

appears before individual appendix cover pages, it should have the Heading 1 style 

applied. Individual appendices should have Heading 2 style applied. 

 

If an applied style in the appendices causes a title to be formatted incorrectly, 

leave the style applied and make the minimal changes needed through the Paragraph 

area of the Home menu. For example, if “Appendices” will appear in the table of 

contents at the same level as chapter titles, applying a Level 2 heading to the titles of 

individual appendices may cause them to move to the left, so they should be centered 

again by using the centered icon in the Paragraph area of the Home menu: 
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After you have worked through the document applying styles to chapter titles, headings, 

and titles of other sections of the paper, generating a table of contents will go much more 

smoothly. 

However, you should not generate the table of contents until you have formatted and 

edited the bibliography, formatted and edited any tables and figures, and edited the text. 


