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Turnitin: Making Intelligent Decisions about Studen ts’ Originality Reports 
 
 
What is Turnitin and why do we use it? 
 
The below section was accessed from the Turnitin website on 10/04/09 at 
http://turnitin.com/static/products.html#originality_checking.  
 

 
 

Originality Checking allows educators to check students' work for improper citation or 

potential plagiarism by comparing it against continuously updated databases. Every 

Originality Report provides instructors with the opportunity to teach their students proper 

citation methods as well as to safeguard their students' academic integrity. 

Features & Benefits 

• Encourages Proper Citation  

• Over 12 Billion Web Pages Crawled & Archived  

• Over 90 Million Student Papers  

• Over 12,000 Major Newspapers, Magazines & Scholarly Journals  

• Thousands Of Books Including Literary Classics  

• Printable Reports  

• Side-By-Side Comparison  
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GCU’s Philosophy on Using Turnitin 
 

� The focus is on academic integrity and using proper citations. 
 

� The originality reports do NOT indicate plagiarism . The Turnitin system only 
checks for similarity of student’s text to other sources, including anything that is 
properly cited. 
 

� The instructor has to actually open the report  and view whether the similarity 
is expected “noise” (i.e., common words that most students are going to be using 
while discussing the same topic), an innocent mistake on the student’s part which 
could be an opportunity for the instructor to use it as a teaching moment about 
proper citation, or a possible incident of plagiarism. 
 

� There is no set percentage  of similarity that GCU has established as 
acceptable or unacceptable since the decision rests with the instructor and the 
type of assignment. For example, in an assignment about their summer vacation 
there would be a low expectation of similarity between students’ papers. 
However, in an assignment about the Constitution of the United States there will 
be a higher expectation of similarity since all of the students are referencing the 
same document and probably using some direct quotes from the same resource. 
Again, it is the instructor’s responsibility to open every  report  and compare 
the student’s words with the source that is matching in similarity. Only in this way, 
can an intelligent decision be made about the student’s work. 

 
� The GCU required similarity percentage guideline is  20%. This means that 

for an “average” assignment, a score of 20% or lower is the preferred score. 
Aside from any citation issues or potential plagiarism concerns, a score of 20% 
indicates that 20% of the content of the assignment submission was derived from 
an outside source and 80% of the content was original work written by the 
student. A percentage higher than 20% should be considered a red flag that the 
student may have relied too heavily on information from outside sources, aside 
from any citation issues or potential plagiarism concerns that may be evidenced 
by reviewing the similarity report in detail. 
 

� Similarity reports must be reviewed for both citati on and potential 
plagiarism issues as well as concerns with submissi ons containing 
insufficient original content . A submission may receive a high similarity score 
while the detail report does not raise concerns about plagiarism. Likewise, a 
submission may receive a low similarity score but a review of the detail report 
may indicate a potential plagiarism issue. Instructors must keep both of these 
concerns in mind when reviewing similarity reports. 
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Examples of Originality Reports 
 
Below is an example of Originality Report information that is viewable in the Turnitin 
system. 
 
Figure 1. 
 

 
 
As can be seen from Figure 1 above, there are 4 test papers in this example that range 
from 2% to 97% similarity with other sources.  
 
 Question:   How do I access the students Originality Report? 

Answer:     Click on the colored tab under the “Report” category, and the 
Originality Report will open. 

 
 Question:  Which student(s) would you consider to have plagiarized their work? 

Answer:  None. We cannot determine plagiarism from the information that is 
presented  above because we have yet to open the Originality Report. Although 
the higher percentages might be more suspect, the instructor still has to open 
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and view the Originality Report and make an intelligent decision about the 
similarity matches. See below for exercises on interpreting Originality Reports. 

 
 
Interpreting an Originality Report: It does not mea n plagiarism! 
 

• The most critical part of using the Originality Rep ort is the decision the 
instructor makes about the similarity matches. Often, a lot of similarity refers 
to very small matches which are considered “noise” (i.e., common words and 
phrases that students use when discussing the same assignment).  

• It is important to understand that the total % indicated in the report is the 
accumulation of all the individual matches . This means that there might be 
many 1% matches (4-5 words) of noise across 30 sources that add up to 30% 
total. This does NOT indicate that the student plagiarized 30% of their paper, but 
simply indicates that there were 30 matches of 1% each. This is exactly why the 
instructor needs to open the report to see what is happening in the student’s 
paper to determine if the similarity is noise or not. 

• To reiterate: The report only indicates similarity,  not plagiarism. A human 
being (i.e., the instructor) has to make an intelligent decision about whether or 
not the similarity matches indicate a possible incident of plagiarism. 

 
 
Let’s look at some examples of Originality Reports below. In this one, there is a 27% 
Similarity Index (top right). What does that mean? Reflect on this for a moment. 
 
Figure 2. 
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In Figure 2 above, the left side of the image represents the student’s paper and the right 
side represents the sources where there were matches found that are similar to the 
same words the student used. The report highlights the student’s words so that they are 
color-coded and numbered. By matching the numbers on the left with the numbers on 
the right, an instructor can see where there are other sources with similar words to the 
student’s. A critical piece of information to consider is the % beside each source 
on the left.  In this example, there are many 1-2% matches.  
 

Question:  Based on the report in Figure 2 above, what decisions would you 
make about the student’s paper? 

 
Answer:  Most of these matches are so small that they would probably be 
considered random noise, especially if you consider that the majority of the text 
on the left is black which indicates there were no matches to other sources and 
therefore are the student’s own words. 
Look at match #7 above. You will notice that the student is quoting words and is 
correctly  
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citing the author, year, and page number where he got the quote (ie., Samuels, 
2002, p.167).  
This is not an incidence of plagiarism because the student is properly citing their 
source and  
using quotes appropriately. This is a perfect example of why the instructor has to 
open the  
report and view it to make an intelligent decision about any matches. Again, 
Turnitin only  
finds similarity matches for text and does NOT indicate plagiarism. A human 
being has to  
determine plagiarism. 

 
Figure 3. 
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Looking at Figure 3 above, we see that there are larger pieces of the student’s text that 
have similarity to other sources on the right. Numbers 6 and 15 are probably noise since 
they make up common words and phrases that would be expected in a discussion 
about this topic. 
 
  

Question:  What is your analysis of #3 and #4? 
Answer:  Both of these similarities are probably not random noise since there are 
too many words to be a coincidence. The similarity report on the right indicates 
that both #3 and #4 have matches with student papers at other universities. In all 
likelihood, the students are not necessarily sharing assignments but might be 
using the same source. If you look at #3, the student provided a citation so this 
might be a good opportunity to teach the student about using quotes. For #4, it’s 
unlikely that this is noise, but again it could be a perfect point to talk about proper 
citation and using quotes. 

 
Figure 4. 
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Numbers 1, 2 and 5 in Figure 4 above are interesting. Number 1 has a 5% match to 
another student’s paper, #2 has a 4% match to another student’s paper, and #5 has a 
2% match to an internet site.  
 

Question:  What are your thoughts about these three sources that make up 11% 
of the total 27% of matches in this student’s paper? 
Answer:  These matches refer to the bibliography. These obviously would not be 
considered  
plagiarism since many of the students in this class would be using the same 
references related to the target topic for this assignment. Once again, a human 
needs to make an intelligent decision about the report and not just evaluate the 
student based on a percentage that is generated by the Turnitin system. 
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Let’s look at one last example below in Figure 5. Since the Turnitin system only 
searches for text matches in the student’s work to external sources in its extensive 
database, it will include 1) appropriately quoted and cited material, 2) the bibliography 
page with all the references, and 3) any small matches that are considered noise. Since 
none of these should count against the student, an instructor can minimize the negative 
impact of these three areas by excluding quoted material, the bibliography, and small 
matches from the search comparison used by Turnitin. To do this, the instructor can 
click here. 
 
Figure 5.  

 
 
As can be seen from above, once the quoted material, bibliography, and small matches 
are excluded the percentage of match for this student’s paper drops from 27% earlier to 
only 6%, with two matches remaining (one of which is cited). Again, the instructor has to 
make intelligent decisions about the reports and not base their decision on a single 
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percentage score of the report. The report must be opened and the matches must be 
thoughtfully analyzed. 
 
 
 
What to do if plagiarism is suspected? 
 

• Depends on severity and breadth, but usually a warning for first offense with 
coaching from instructor about how to summarize, paraphrase, and use proper 
citation. At all times, the instructor should make contact wi th the student  in 
order to communicate their concern and question the student about the potential 
offense. The instructor has the option of deducting points for a suspected 
assignment or making the student redo it to fix the plagiarism. A Classroom 
Incident Report (CIR)  should be completed so that GCU has a record. The CIR 
form can be found in the Faculty Resource Center (FRC). 

• Faculty should review the “Reporting Plagiarism ” lecture prior to submission of 
a CIR. 

• If the offense is severe, especially if it involves intentionality or if the student 
repeatedly commits serious acts of plagiarism, the instructor should complete 
another CIR and turn the case over to the Academic Appeals Board at 
codeofconduct@gcu.edu.  

 


