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An Examination of Subject-Topic  
 

Differentiation in Research Papers 
 

 In choosing to write a research paper in the APA 6th edition, the student must first be 

clear about two related concepts: 1) the subject of the paper; 2) the topic of the paper.  Yet, these 

important components of the research process are not always or clearly explained to students 

encountering the APA format for the first time.  Notwithstanding, both are relatively easy to 

grasp, just as they are essential to understand, in order to research and, ultimately, construct a 

paper.  Thus, it shall be argued that unless one understands the difference between a subject and 

a topic, relative to the construction of an APA 6th edition paper, that paper will suffer from a lack 

of clarity and expression, ultimately. The purpose of this brief explanatory paper is to 

demonstrate the differences between the subject and the topic in an APA 6th edition paper for 

students who may not have learned, previously, that there is a difference in these terms. 

Subject and Topic in an APA 6th Edition Research Paper 
 

 Perrin (2015) has written about the differences between subjects and topics in research 

papers.  Research, according to Perrin always begins with “a subject.” A subject is a broad 

category of study, for example, “terrorism,” “human trafficking,” “psychotherapy,” “law-

enforcement,” and the like.  However, many students, when asked for a topic for a paper, will 

furnish, instead a subject.  This is a common mistake, but one that is easily rectified.  In order to 

transform a subject into a topic, the student-researcher must narrow the subject, in order to focus 

it in a particular direction, such that, the transformed subject now is linked to an additional 

variable or variables.  In other words, the subject is now being examined through the lens of an 

additional variable or variable. 
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By way of example, Perrin (2015) has given the example of “test anxiety” (p. 2).  Now it 

is clear that test anxiety can be an excellent subject for research, but standing alone, as it does, 

the researcher can lay no claim to test-anxiety being a fully-developed topic.  Accordingly, the 

student should ask him or herself: “Who is it that is suffering from anxiety as they prepare to 

take an exam?”  Perrin’s example is that the anxious ones are “middle school students” (p. 2).  In 

focusing on this particular population of students, the researcher has transformed the subject 

(e.g., he has narrowed the subject) to a viable and credible topic, to wit: test anxiety in middle 

school students.  By adding the variable of middle school students, the subject of test anxiety is 

now focused in a particular direction; the subject looks, as it were, through the lens of middle 

school students contending with the stress of an important examination. 

If, however, the researcher wished he or she could have selected a different variable by 

which to narrow, which opens up a different possibility.  That means a different population.  A 

researcher, for example, might wish to study test anxiety in veteran police officers taking a 

promotional test; or, perhaps, the reality of test anxiety in doctoral candidates presenting doctoral 

dissertation’s defense.  In all these examples, a specific subject, test anxiety, has been 

successfully narrowed into a possible topic for research.  Of course, there are many more 

examples we could choose. 

Other examples of subject-topic differentiation. If the subject were law-enforcement, it 

would need additional variables, in order to be narrowed into a research topic.  For example, 

“law-enforcement in authoritarian societies.”  Here, the authoritarian society becomes the second 

variable, it becomes the lens through which the researcher has focused the broad topic of law-

enforcement, the particular direction in which the research will now move.  If my topic is 

“terrorism,” that is a broad subject that requires narrowing.  I might seek to understand the 
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process of radicalization as the genesis of terrorism.  The broad category of terrorism has been 

delimited by the focus on a process (radicalization) as the way that terrorism occurs.  It could be 

more basic than that, too: I might seek to understand terrorism (subject) as a domestic form of 

criminality in the United States (topic).  My research might focus on the statistical aspect of 

domestic, American terrorism, that is, how common or rare it is, in comparison to another 

country’s expression of terrorism.  In all these examples, however, a subject, with real 

possibilities, has been narrowed and transformed into a viable research topic.   
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