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Table Formatting in Word 

Creating tables in Word is a fairly easy process, but making those tables conform to 

graduate school guidelines or specific documentation styles requires attention to detail. 

Before taking the time to build a table, be sure that the table is needed to communicate 

your information.  Information presented in a table should be discussed in the text, so 

you cannot simply insert a table without discussing its contents.  However, tables help 

you to show relations among the data that you may not be able to convey succinctly in 

writing. 

Be sure you understand how data layout works and plan your table accordingly.  Tables 

very often display statistics for items being studied.  Especially, they can display large 

amounts of information for comparative purposes.  The first column on the left should 

indicate the specific items or groups being compared, so the information in each row will 

be related to the item or group names in the first cell of each row.  (The first column in a 

table is called the stub column.) 

Stub column Second column Third column  

Specific item Information type 1 Information type 2 Column heads 

Item 1 A C First row 

Item 2 B C Second row 

Note. Tables in this document will be formatted according to APA 6th guidelines. 

Plan the layout for the table before you insert the table.  Figure how many columns and 

rows you will need, remembering that the column headings will count as one row. 

To insert a table, go to the Insert area of the ribbon: 
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Select the Table icon and select the number of columns and rows you want in your table 

from the grid in the drop-down menu: 

 

TIP: You may need more rows than you are initially able to select.  Once you have the 

rows formatted, you will be able to insert more rows as you go by using tab from the last 

cell of the last row. 

When the table is first inserted, lines appear around all of the cells and the table usually 

extends into the margins: 

 

Most documentation styles require certain horizontal lines, but vertical lines are not 

used, so you will need to remove the vertical lines and some of the horizontal lines and 

resize the table so that the horizontal lines do not run into the margin. 

To format the table, move the cursor over the upper left cell of the table until the table 

formatting icon appears at the upper left corner of the table: 
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The entire table will be highlighted.  In the ribbon, select the Design tab that appears 

under the heading of Table Tools when the table is highlighted: 

 

To remove vertical lines, use the Borders drop-down menu and select the icons that 

indicate the left border and right border are active: 

 

While the entire table is highlighted, you can also select Inside Vertical Border to 

remove all the inside lines: 

 

The table should have only horizontal lines showing:  
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The next step is to remove all the horizontal lines between the second row and the last 

row.  To do so, select the rows after the first. 

TIP: To select a large group of cells (or a large chunk of text in the document), place the 

cursor where you want the selection to begin, hold down the Shift key, and click once 

where you want the selection to end. 

 

In the Design area, use the Borders drop-down menu and select Inside Horizontal 

Border: 

 

To finish the basic setup for the table, you need to make the visible vertical lines fit 

within the margins of your document.  To do so, go to the Layout tab under Table Tools: 
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To the left in the Layout area, select the Properties icon: 

 

Change the Measure in drop-down menu to Inches, set the Preferred width to the width 

of the text (page width minus left and right margins) then reduce it by one-tenth.  For a 

dissertation with 1.5-inch left and 1-inch right margins, the value should 5.9.  Leave the 

Alignment set to Left and select 0.1” for Indent from left.  Leave Text wrapping at None: 

 

TIP: The scroll arrows for width and indent increase and decrease in increments of one-

tenth (0.1). 

The result will be a table with horizontal lines that begin at the left margin and end just 

shy of the right margin.  (In the image below, the vertical dotted lines at either end of the 

image are the margins.) 
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The next step is to format the cells for the content.  Following APA 6th, the column 

headings have only the first letter capitalized, are in regular (not bold) font, and are 

usually centered.  To format the first row with the column heads, select the entire row 

and, in the Layout area, select the icon indicating middle and centered in the Alignment 

section: 

 

Select the entire table (using the table formatting icon in the upper left corner), adjust 

the paragraph formatting for all of the cells by going to the Home area and selecting the 

icon in the lower right corner of the Paragraph section to show the paragraph dialog 

box: 

 

In the paragraph dialog box, set Line spacing to Single and spacing Before and After to 

6 pt. (Scroll arrows increase and decrease the spacing in 6-point increments.)  Verify 

that Don’t add space is not selected: 
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The table is now ready to have the column headings added.  Remember that, for APA 

6th, only the first letter in a heading is capitalized and headings are not in bold.  Items in 

the headings are italicized only if they would be italicized in the text.  In tables, the 

statistical abbreviations are used, as those for mean and standard deviation appear in 

the table below. 

 

Entries in cells in the stub column (far left column) are flush left.  Entries in the other 

cells are centered.  Text and numbers in cells should be aligned using the icons in the 

Alignment section of the Table Tools Layout area. 

Numbers receive special treatment in tables.  They should be aligned along the decimal 

point.  Even if the numbers are whole numbers, using the decimal tab will align them 

properly. 

 

Numbers that are being compared should have the same number of decimal digits, so 

in the table above, a zero (0) will be added to the number in the second row of the M 

column, and a decimal point and two zeroes will be added to the number in the last row. 

When a table is very long, it may be easier to format the column so that the decimal 

points align first, making it much easier to see which numbers need to have zeroes 

added. 

To align the numbers along the decimal point, select the cells to be formatted: 
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In the upper left corner of the document window in Word, at the same level as the ruler, 

is the tab insertion button: 

 

Click on the button until the decimal tab appears: 

 

With the cells still selected, use the mouse pointer on the ruler to indicate where you 

want the decimal tab to be: 

 

A dotted line will appear while the pointer is in the ruler so that you can tell where the 

decimal points will align.  You can move this tab marker a little to make the numbers 

center on the decimal point. 

TIP: For larger numbers with more numerals before the decimal points, you will want to 

move the decimal marker to the right so that the full numbers are centered.  In the 

example used here, only two numbers appear on either side of the decimal point, so 

having the decimal tab in the center is appropriate. 
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At this point, it is easy to see where the numbers need to have zeroes added to make 

them align beyond the decimal point: 

 

As already noted, for tables with many rows, having the numbers display in this manner 

first will make adjusting them much easier: 

 

Finally, to add additional rows to your table, with the cursor in the last cell of the last 

row, use the tab key.  A new row will appear with each cell already formatted like the 

cell above it in the preceding row. 

 


