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Using Turnitin Similarity Reports 
 

This guide explains how to use the Turnitin Similarity Reports to support students to 
develop academic literacy and academic integrity.  

 

What are Turnitin Similarity Reports? 
Turnitin provides a similarity checking service which uses an algorithm to check submissions against 

directories of previously submitted files and other resources including websites, books and journals. 

Similarity checking will be most effective for written English narrative submissions by students in 

Word or PDF, though other file types and languages are accepted. The similarity reports are 

presented in the Turnitin interface in the VLE. 

Turnitin is not a plagiarism or academic misconduct detector. The detection of plagiarism and other 

forms of academic misconduct requires academic judgement. This is discussed in further detail 

below.   

 

Why use similarity checking? 
Similarity checking can be used by both students and staff. For students it can help to develop 

academic literacy by providing an opportunity for formative feedback prior to submission of a piece 

of work. For example, students can use the similarity report to identify where they have unwittingly 

used similar language to their source, where they have copy and pasted information or where they 

are missing citations / references. Identifying these issues prior to submission provides the student 

the opportunity to reflect on the issues and to make a choice whether to address them (Rolfe, 

2011). For staff it can be used to identify where a student needs further support in relation to 

academic literacy or academic integrity. For example, guidance on academic writing or on the 

appropriate citation and referencing style. 

 

Why is reviewing a similarity check an academic decision? 
Similarity checking identifies where there are similarities between the student’s work and other 
sources in Turnitin’s database. Deciding whether any identified matches are due to a lack of 
academic integrity is an academic judgement which needs to be made by staff. 
 
Academic judgement is needed to identify where any matches relate to lack of understanding of 
appropriate academic writing, citations and referencing skills, and where this may relate to more 
deliberate actions. Where matches relate to poor academic writing, citations and referencing then 
study skills support is required, whereas alleged plagiarism will require investigation under the 
student disciplinary policy.  
 
 



 
 

What is academic integrity? 

The International Centre for Academic Integrity (ICAI) defines academic integrity as: 
‘a commitment, even in the face of adversity, to six fundamental values: honesty, trust, 
fairness, respect, responsibility and courage. From these values flow principles of behaviour 
that enable academic communities to translate ideals to action’. 

 
A lack of academic integrity is not always intentional. It may arise due to a number of issues 
including: 

• poor understanding of how to correctly cite and reference sources (Ellery, 2008), 

• student not understanding what academic integrity is (Yeo, 2007),  

• time constraints that fuel the temptation to cheat (Ashworth, Bannister & Thorne, 1997),  

and 

• the ease of retrieving resources from the Internet (Warn, 2006). 

 

Supporting students to use similarity checking to develop their academic skills 
Setting a submission to allow multiple reports can help students understanding academic writing 

requirements (Davis, 2007; Rolfe, 2011). In such instances students should be guided to look at 

similarity feedback holistically, and not be given target percentages. For example, there can be no 

guarantees that “anything under 30% is fine”. (Further guidance on setting up Turnitin to allow 

multiple reports is provided in the SSLO Guide Marking Coursework in Turnitin.) Students value 

having the opportunity to develop their skills and understanding good academic practice. 

It is important to explain to students how to make a formative submission and how to make the 

most of the feedback. This might include signposting students to guidance on academic writing, 

academic integrity, and the relevant referencing style for the subject. It might also include 

signposting to training on these topics with the Effective Learning Advisors.  

 

Staff use of similarity checking  
Turnitin similarity reports assist you in determining whether students followed good academic 

practice i.e. completing academic work independently, honestly and in an appropriate academic 

style.  

You may find it useful to review the similarity check for all students at one time or to review the 

similarity check as you mark each individual student. Whichever approach you take it should be 

more than just looking at the percentage match or the colours used in the report to indicate these. 

Determining whether a student has demonstrated academic integrity is an academic decision for 

you and not one which can be made by the Turnitin algorithm for identifying any similarity.  

Sift papers using the navigation at the top right of the 

browser (figure 1). Patterns of similarity that are important 

to spot, may not show up in similarity scores.  

 

 

Figure 1:  Use the left and right arrows to 
browse papers 

https://lta.hw.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/16_LTA_SSLO_Staff-guide-to-marking-coursework-with-TII.pdf


 
 
For example: 

• a small number of large sections entirely similar to sources, but large parts not marked 

similar result in a low score.  

• a peppering of similarity in smaller sections, may suggest spinning, or rewrite tools, where 

algorithms have been employed (via online tools) to change the document in an attempt to 

confuse Turnitin.  

If any paper warrants further investigation, then delve deeper into the similarity matches. You may 

find it useful to change the settings on the Turnitin Assignment to see what the underlying 

similarity scores will be. 

When reviewing similarity reports on assessments, you should have reference to the University 

policy on academic integrity.  

 

Issues to be aware of when reviewing submissions 

1. Percentages 

Percentages are easy to manipulate via assignment settings and individual submission settings. 

Consider the “excluding bibliography” option. 

Toggling on or off, this 

setting can swing 

between 0% and 60% or 

more in the same paper. 

When Turnitin incorrectly 

recognises a paper’s 

bibliography, ignoring 

more than 15% of the 

document and skewing 

results significantly 

(Figure 2).  

 

 

2. Identifying the sources of the match 

Turnitin identifies if there is a match between the submission and the sources already in its 

database. It does not necessarily identify the actual source which the student used. For 

example, it might identify a match with a particular website but the information may appear on 

multiple sites. When reviewing the matches identified be aware that the source matched may 

not be the source used by the student, just that the phrasing in that source matches the 

phrasing used by the student. 

 

Figure 2: Always check the black circle and white exclamation mark 



 
 

3. File Types and other settings 

The submission file type is another place where Turnitin will provide warnings. A scanned 

image in a PDF may generate 0%, but the same file as a Word file, could be 98%. It’s worth 

checking whether the file is text or not. Turnitin will usually provide a warning when a file 

mostly contains images. 

Avoid skewing results through “Exclude small sources” option when setting up a submission. If 

you suspect that this may be an issue, you can adjust individual papers and the similarity report 

will recalculate the results. 

Quoted materials included and excluded can also affect final similarity scores significantly. If 

you suspect that this is the case, then you can toggle the relevant settings individually to 

regenerate the similarity report. 

 

4. Collusion  

Collusion checking only occurs when the assignment due date is reached. This means that 

students will not see similarity with their classmates until that date and cannot use this 

information for formative feedback.  

Turnitin excludes any submissions by the same student in the same class from being checked 

against one another. This “self-exclusion filter” ensures that previous drafts of the assignment 

do not impact the similarity score of the final submission. 
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