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USING TABS

We will next take a look at working with tabs. Kind 
of a carry-over from the typewriter, tabs are a way 
to line up text into columns. But, as we’ll find out, 
they have gone through quite an evolution. Let’s 
begin by taking a look at the way the typewriter 
and DOS word processors used to work with tabs, 
and then we’ll see how we work with tabs today in 
the realm of Windows.

Monotype vs. Variable Spacing

The  way  typewriters  were  designed,  every 
character had a fixed pitch or character width. This 
is called monotype spacing.

DOS  word  processors  also  worked  on  the 
monotype spacing principle. You generally had 80 
columns of characters across a line, and about 58 
lines down a standard letter-sized sheet of paper.

Notice how every character in 
this paragraph is the exact 
same width. Even a capital W 
compared to a capital I uses 
the same spacing, left to 
right. This is monotype 
spacing; every character is 
one specific width.

With the advent of  Windows and windows fonts, 
we now make use of fonts with variable spacing. 
This  is  a  tremendous  improvement  because  the 
letter width changes depending on the character. 
Documents  you  create  can  look  like  they  have 
been professionally typeset. 

On a computer, we can have variable 
spacing. Computers are able to produce 
characters of variable width. This capital 
W is much wider than this capital I. The 
computer will calculate the spacing for 
the whole line so the text looks good.

Overall,  variable-width fonts are great. They can 
be troublesome, however, because every font can 
have its own spacing characteristics. For example, 
a document you created in Times New Roman font 
may  fill  one  page  perfectly.  But  if  the  font  is 
changed  to  something  like  Arial  Narrow,  the 
document may only fill a portion of the page. The 
font size, as well  as the way the spacing of the 
character  width is  handled,  can vary quite  a bit 
between fonts.
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SPACES VS. TABS

The  monotype  vs.  variable  spacing  is  really 
apparent when you begin to work with lining up 
text  in  columns  and  similar  situations.  In  the 
following examples, notice that the text is identical 
as far as content. The columns were lined up using 
spaces  (pressing  the  spacebar),  much  like  they 
could be done on a typewriter. The difference you 
see is that in the first example, a font was used 
that employs monotype spacing, so the characters 
and spaces are all the same width. In the second 
example, we took the same table, but applied a 
variable spacing font, Times New Roman, which 
is the default font in Microsoft Word.

Name                  Age    Favorite Color             Favorite Food
Jason                 6      Blue                     Spaghetti
Sandra                8      Yellow                   Pizza
Carrie                5      Pink                     Tacos

Name                  Age    Favorite Color             Favorite Food

Jason                 6      Blue                     Spaghetti

Sandra                8      Yellow                   Pizza

Carrie                5      Pink                     Tacos

Notice  how the  first  example  lines  up  perfectly, 
while  the  second  doesn’t  line  up  at  all.  The 
variable spacing has ruined the look of our data. 
But we can fix it through the use of Tabs.

Tabs allow us to move over on a line of text to line 
up items at a given point. On the computer, tabs 
are the best way to line up text, because to some 
degree you can use different fonts and the tabs 
will line up, if they are formatted correctly.

In  the  next  example,  we have  taken  the  above 
information, and instead of typing spaces between 
each of the data columns, we have inserted one 
tab stop.

Name  Age     Favorite Color Favorite Food

Jason 6 Blue Spaghetti

Sandra 8 YellowPizza

Carrie 5 Pink Tacos
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Now,  you may be wondering what  happened.  If 
tabs are so great, why aren’t the columns lining up 
correctly.  Here  is  the  scoop.  We  replaced  each 
series  of  spaces  with  one tab  stop.  With  tabs, 
there are default tab stops set at  every half-inch. 
Since our first column of text is close to a half-inch 
wide, the first tab stop doesn’t give us much space 
to  look  good.  And  similarly,  our  third  column 
heading is wider than a half-inch, while the text 
underneath it  is  smaller.  This  illustrates why we 
need to format the tab stops.

Here is the same example. What makes it look so 
much better is that we have removed the default 
tab stops,  and have inserted tab stops at  1.25, 
2.5, and 4.25 inches.

Name                    Age                       Favorite Color Favorite Food

Jason 6 Blue Spaghetti

Sandra 8 Yellow Pizza

Carrie 5 Pink Tacos

Now the table looks great. And for the most part, 
if we change fonts, the columns will still line up.

Name                   Age                     Favorite Color Favorite Food

Jason 6 Blue Spaghetti

Sandra 8 Yellow Pizza

Carrie 5 Pink Tacos

Name            Age              Favo r i t e  Co l o r Favo r i t e  Food

Jason 6 B l ue Spaghe t t i

Sandra 8 Ye l l o w Pizza

Carrie 5 Pink Tacos

Name         Age            Favorite Color Favorite Food

Jason 6 Blue Spaghetti

Sandra 8 Yellow Pizza

Carrie 5 Pink Tacos
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It may be a difficult concept to grasp at first—or it 
may just be a hard habit to change—but properly 
using tabs is a great way to line up text and keep 
things looking good. 

TAB ALIGNMENT

In word processing, tabs can be added with a few 
features that were unavailable in the world of the 
typewriter.  Tabs  can  be  aligned,  just  like 
paragraphs.  Traditionally,  tabs  have  left 
alignment. Meaning that the text is aligned to the 
left  at  the  tab  stop  the  position.  All  of  the  tab 
examples shown above use left aligned tabs.

In  the  following  example,  the  tabs  are  right 
aligned. So the text is aligned to the  right at the 
tab stop the position. 

Name             Age      Favorite Color Favorite Food

Jason 6 Blue Spaghetti

Sandra 8 Yellow Pizza

Carrie 5 Pink Tacos

In  this  next  example,  the  tabs  have  been 
formatted  with  center alignment.  So  the  text  is 
centered at each tab stop position. 

Name                 Age              Favorite Color Favorite Food

Jason 6 Blue Spaghetti

Sandra 8 Yellow Pizza

Carrie 5 Pink Tacos

Two  other  types  of  tabs  that  can  be  used  are 
decimal and bar tabs. 

The decimal tab is used with numbers to keep the 
decimal point lined up in the column. Letters and 
numbers without decimal places are right aligned. 
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Bar tabs  are  unique  in  two  ways.  First,  they 
simply  place  a  vertical  line  (or  bar)  at  the 
designated  tab  stop;  this  is  used  to  draw  lines 
between your data. Second, you do not have to 
type in a tab in the document to apply the bar tab
—it  just  appears  automatically  at  the  horizontal 
position that you indicate within the  Tabs dialog 
box.

All  of  these  tabs  and  their  alignments  are 
illustrated below.

So how do you go about properly using tabs? Just 
like the other formatting we have seen up to this 
point, tabs can be added to selected text after it 
has been entered, or can be formatted before you 
type the text. We will take a look at both ways.

APPLYING TABS TO EXISTING TEXT 

First, we need to create the text that will  utilize 
tabs that we will then want to format. The biggest 
obstacle  we  may  need  to  overcome  is  the 
temptation  to  hit  the  Tab key  more  than  once 
between  the  tabulated  data.  This  is  a  major 
mistake,  and  a  bad  carryover  from  DOS  word 
processing.

In Word, get to a new, blank document. Type in 
Sales Summary then press Enter twice.

Type the word  Salesperson then press the  Tab 
key once.

Now, type Hours and then Tab once.

Type in Sales and press Tab.

Type  Percentage  and then press  Enter to go to 
the next line.
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Now  we  will  enter  the  data  we  want  to  have 
appear in our tabbed area.

Type the name Jon Day and press Tab.

Now, type 1 and then press Tab once.

Type $ 300 and then hit Tab once.

Type in .1875 and press Enter.

On our second line of data, now, let’s type in the 
name Stephanie Williamson then Tab just once.

Now,  type  40 and  press  Tab once.  Are  things 
lining up?? Well,  not  yet,  but they will  after we 
format the tabs.

Type $ 140,000 and then hit Tab.

Type in 87.5 and press Enter.

Let’s do one more.

Type  the  name  Alexandria  Adams and  press 
Tab.

Type in 6 and then press Tab once.

Type $ 19,700 and then hit Tab once.

Type in 12.3125 and then press Enter twice.

Now  that  our  data  is  in,  we  can  go  back  and 
format the tabs.

First, we will select the lines of text for which we 
want  the  tabs  formatted.  Position  the  mouse 
pointer up on the first line, to the left of Region, in 
the margin. The mouse pointer should be an arrow 
pointing up and to the right.

Now drag the mouse straight down until you select 
all four lines of text (do not include the blank lines 
beneath the text in your selection—we do not want 
the tabs formatted there).
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Now, we access the Tabs dialog box. Use any one 
of these methods:

• On the menu bar, click on Format, then click 
Tabs, or

• Use the keyboard to type Alt+O, then T, or
• double-click on the horizontal ruler bar just 

above the document window.

You can also access the Tabs dialog 
from within the Paragraph dialog 

box. Just click on the Tabs… 
button.

At the top of the dialog box, you’ll  see that the 
default  tab  stops  are  set  at  every  half-inch.  By 
creating any tabs here, though, those default tabs 
will be overwritten for this selected text.

Note: If, whenever you open this dialog box, you 
see some tab stops that are set, and you do not 
wish  to  use  them,  you  can  click  on  Clear  All 
before starting. 

There is a blinking cursor in the Tab stop position: 
box. This is where we type the horizontal position 
for our first tab stop.

Type in 1.75 and click the Set button.

Now we enter the next tab stop. Type in 3.5 and 
then, to make this tab stop right aligned, click on 
Right. 

Click the Set button.

Even though the last tab stop 
position still appears in the entry 

box, it is selected. We know that if 
we just start typing, what is 

selected will be replaced with what 
we type. The tab stop we have set 
will not be replaced because it has 

been stored in the list, below.

Our final tab stop is for the percentage information 
that includes a decimal point. Type in 5.25 for the 
tab stop position, then make this as a decimal tab 
by clicking on Decimal. Click on Set.

All three tab stops have been set, so we now click 
on OK or press Enter.

Instantly, the tabs are lined up.
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TABS AND THE RULER BAR

Take a look at the ruler bar on your Word screen. 
You  will  notice  the  tab  stops  that  we  had  set. 
From the left, there is a left aligned, right aligned 
and a  decimal aligned tab.  These indicators are 
pretty self-explanatory now that you see them in 
use.

Changing Tab Placement 

We can use the ruler bar to edit the tabs. All we 
have  to  do  is  click  and drag the  tab  stops  to 
another position on the ruler to reposition them.  

Let’s say that we want to move the Hours data to 
the right, a little.

First, we have to be sure that the text containing 
the tabs we want to edit is  selected. If  needed, 
select all four lines of this data (click and drag in 
the selection bar in the left margin).

Now, place the mouse pointer up on the Left tab 
at  1.75 inches. You know you’ve got it when the 
popup says Left Tab.

Now click-and-drag the mouse straight across to 
the right until you reach 2” on the ruler bar.

As you drag, a dashed vertical line displays in the 
document to show you where the data will line up 
to.

If you go up or down too far, you will actually lose 
the  dashed  line—and  if  you  release  the  mouse 
button here, you will actually remove the tab stop, 
so move the mouse straight across.
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Release the mouse button

The column of data is shifted over. Great!

Let’s try that move again with the Sales info.

The  text  containing  the  tabs  we  want  to  edit 
should still be selected.

Position the mouse pointer up on the Right tab at 
3.5 inches.  The  popup  should  appear  and  say 
Right Tab.

Now click-and-drag the mouse straight across to 
the right until you reach 4” on the ruler bar.

Remember to move the mouse straight across.

When  you  get  to  4  inches,  release  the  mouse 
button

The data is moved over.

Okay—one last  one.  But  we will  add in  a  slight 
variation this time.

As you look at the percentage column of data, the 
decimal points are all lined up, but the label above 
them is right-aligned. We decided that we’d like it 
better  if  the  label  were  centered  over  the 
percentages. So let’s do it.

First, since the only tab we want to change is on 
the top row of the data, we need to be sure that 
we only change the tabs on that first row of data.

Click off  of the selected text to deselect it,  then 
click once in the top line of this data (We do not 
have  to  select  the  line,  just  have  the  blinking 
cursor somewhere in the line).

Now we can edit the tab.

Removing Tabs

We have already kind of alluded to this action, but 
here’s how we remove a tab using the Ruler bar.
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Position the mouse pointer up on the Decimal tab 
stop at 5.25 inches. The popup should appear and 
say Decimal Tab.

Click and drag a tab stop up or down,  off of the 
Ruler bar.  The tab stop on the ruler bar goes dim, 
and the dashed line should disappear. 

When you release the mouse button, the tab stop 
will vanish, and the text aligning to that stop will 
be repositioned. Not to worry, though. We will set 
a new tab stop and the text will go to the proper 
place.

So, to remove a tab stop using the ruler, simply 
click and drag the stop off of the ruler.

Adding Tabs

Look over to the left of the ruler bar, and you will 
see  an  icon  for  a  Left aligned  tab.  This  icon 
indicates the type of tab stop that will be added.

To change to a different type of tab, simply click 
directly on that icon. 

With every mouse click on the tab 
type icon, you cycle through the 

available options: left, center, right, 
decimal, and bar tab stops, first line 

and hanging indents, then start 
back over at the left tab.

Since we need to add a center tab to our data, 
click on the icon once and it changes to center.  

To  place  the  selected  type  of  tab  on  the  ruler, 
position the mouse pointer at the desired location 
in the lower half of the ruler (beneath the hash 
marks). Then click the mouse once. The tab will be 
set.
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For  our  exercise,  we  want  to  place  the  mouse 
pointer at about 5.25 inches. Make sure the tip of 
the mouse pointer is in the lower half of the ruler, 
and click once to set our center tab stop.

   

The heading now lines up above the percentages. 

You can, of course, move this tab stop to the left 
or right until it is where you feel it looks best.

FORMATTING TABS WHILE ENTERING TEXT

In the previous exercise, we entered all the text, 
and then we formatted the tabs. 

The good thing about this method is that we can 
get the data in first, then worry about how it will 
line up afterward. The bad thing about doing tabs 
in this way is that you will often have the tendency 
to hit the Tab key more than once to see things 
line up as you are typing.

The alternative would be to format the tabs first, 
then enter your text. If the tab stops are not in the 
perfect  position,  you  can—of  course—always 
change them as needed after you finish entering 
the data. The good thing about this method is that 
you  will  not  mistakenly  hit  the  tab  key 
unnecessarily, because the data will line up as you 
type. 

Let’s take a quick look at this way to work with 
tabs.

In our document, press Ctrl+End to move to the 
end of the document.

Look up at the Ruler bar. There should not be any 
tab stops. If there are we will need to clear them 
in a moment.

First, we need to open the Tabs dialog box to set 
the tabs. 

Up on the menu bar, click on  Format, then click 
on Tabs…

If you had seen some tab stops up on the ruler 
bar, you will also see them in this list. If so, click 
on the Clear All button before proceeding.
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Now, we are going to create a phone directory for 
the officers of our Microsoft Word User’s Club. We 
want to include a place for the officer’s position, 
name and phone number. So we will plan ahead as 
we determine our tab stops.

The Position will go first (and since it is against the 
left margin, we do not need a tab stop). 

The officer’s  name goes next.  We need to place 
this tab over enough that the position data can be 
seen, so let’s set our first tab at—oh—about 1.5 
inches, so type in 1.5.

We want the name to be left aligned, so we’ll leave 
the alignment set to Left.

USING DOT LEADERS

You can make it  easier  to read across a row of 
tabbed  data  by  adding  repeating  characters. 
Dotted, dashed, or underscore characters can lead 
up to the tab stop. Even though the characters can 
vary, this feature is usually referred to as a  dot 
leader.  We want to add a dot leader to this tab 
stop.

Click on the 2....... or its circular radio button to 
add a dotted leader.

Click on Set.

Now, we need one more tab stop for the officers’ 
phone  numbers.  We  decide  that  we  want  the 
numbers to go up against the right margin. So we 
will set our last tab stop at the right margin.

Type 6 into the tab stop position box.

Click on Right for the alignment.

And, again, we want a series of dots to lead up to 
the phone number. So, click on the  2....... or its 
circular radio button to add the leader.
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Click on Set.

Click on OK or press Enter.

Now, as you look at the Ruler bar, you will see the 
tab stops in place. Let’s add our data.

Click on the Bold button on the Toolbar to turn on 
bolding.  Click  on  the  Italic button  to  turn  on 
italics.

Type  in  Position,  then  hit  the  Tab key  once. 
Notice the dot leaders.

Type in Name, then hit Tab once. Again, the dot 
leader  is  added,  and our  cursor  is  going  to  the 
precise location where we want the text to appear.

Type in Phone Number and press Enter.

Now,  let’s  turn  off  the  Bold (click  on  the  Bold 
button on the toolbar).

We are now ready to enter our data.

Type President and tap the Tab key. Type Susan 
Andrews and hit Tab. Type 555-1234 and press 
Enter. Looking good.

Type  Vice  President and  press  Tab.  Type 
Richard Campbell and hit  Tab. Type 555-6789 
and press Enter.

Type  Secretary and  press  Tab.  Type  David 
Smith then hit  Tab. Type in 435-555-7895 and 
press Enter.

Now, for our final entry, type  Treasurer and hit 
Tab. Type  Becky Winston and press  Tab. Type 
555-4321 and hit Enter. Pretty easy, huh?

EDITING TABS WITHIN THE DIALOG BOX

For our final tab exercise, we will explore how to 
edit tabs with the Tabs dialog box.
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As you look at our phone directory, you may feel 
that  it  looks  pretty  good—with  maybe  one 
exception. Let’s take the dot leaders out from the 
top heading row, and instead, let’s underline it.

Like we did in our last tabular data, we need to be 
sure we only change the line that has the tabs we 
want to edit. So we need click up on the heading 
line (Position, Name…).

Now, we open the Tabs dialog box. 

Up on the menu bar, click on Format, Tabs…

The existing tab stops will appear in the list. These 
position and alignment of these tab stops is fine—
we just want to remove the dot leader.

In the tabs list, click on the first tab (1.5”). Notice 
that this tab stop’s details are now indicated (align 
left, dot leader 2).

We want to remove the dot leader, so click on the 
1 None or its circular radio button to change the 
leader to none.

Click on Set to re-set this tab with the change.

Now, up in the tabs list, click on the second tab 
(6”). 

Remove the dot leader: click on the 1 None or its 
circular radio button.

Click on Set to re-set this tab.

Click on OK or press Enter.

The dot leaders are now gone from this line.

Now, we want to select  this whole line. Position 
the mouse pointer in the left margin next to this 
line. When you get the arrow pointing up and to 
the right, click once. The whole line is selected.

Up  on  the  Formatting  toolbar,  click  on  the 
Underline button.
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Click  off of the selected text, and you’ll  see the 
final result. Pretty good.

You are now ready to tackle just about any tab 
challenge—and do it the right way. Good luck!
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