
Turnitin: Carrot or Stick? 
Using the Similarity Report to Improve 
Academic Writing



• In 2012/13, there were 162 cases of students being found guilty of 
misconduct at UoM.

• More than 100 were international students and the vast majority were for 
plagiarism.

• Most, 94, were postgraduate students.

• Turnitin is software that is used by the University to help to identify 
plagiarised work. It allows you to submit your work via your Blackboard 
course, where an originality report may be generated. 

Context



Aim

To evaluate whether Turnitin can be used as a 
supportive learning tool 

Premise

Providing students with access to their Turnitin
similarity report will enable them to improve their 
academic writing



Questions

• Can student access to similarity reports -

– improve academic writing?

– increase student understanding of plagiarism?

– improve feedback about academic writing using examples 
from the report?



Methods

Using 2 course units of the Master in Public Health programme (online DL) -

• Setup draft and final Turnitin inbox for each assignment – could submit 1 
draft up to 1 day before final submission

• Compared draft to final submissions for changes made based on similarity 
report feedback

• Compared similarity scores between draft and final

• Conducted telephone interviews with students to understand their 
experience of the process and whether they believed access to the reports 
was beneficial to their learning

• All data anonymised (MPH Admin)



Participated in telephone interview
7 Course A 3 Course B

Agreed to telephone interview
12 Course A 5 Course B

Use of draft submission box
9 Mid term, 9 Final 5 Mid term, 5 Final

Students agreeing to participate
23 Course A 9 Course B

Students enrolled on the course
83 Course A 32 Course B



Course A

Changes to similarity score

Mid term: 7 

Final: 3

Range:  ↑10%, ↓ 9%

Grades: 2 <50%

7 >70%

Course B

Changes to similarity score

Mid term: 5

Final: 5

Range: ↓1 to 6%

Grades: 1 <50%

2 >70%



Review of document changes

• After review by the working group. Only 3 Course A and 1 
Course B students appeared to have changed their 
assignments as a result of the sections highlighted in the 
Turnitin similarity report.

• In 3 cases this resulted in an improvement in referencing or 
academic writing.

• In 1 case this resulted in a change which was not considered 
necessary and did not improve academic writing style.



Example of where use of Turnitin has resulted in an 
improvement in academic writing

finaldraft



Example of where use of Turnitin has resulted in an 
improvement in academic writing

finaldraft



Example of Turnitin being used to enhance tutor 
feedback



Findings

• Most of the students are high scoring (grades), 
suggesting that more motivated students made use 
of the access to Turnitin

• Many students failed to address referencing issues 
highlighted by Turnitin suggesting that the students 
have not made use of the software as a learning tool



Student interviews

• Most students had not had access to their similarity report 
before –those that had were surprised that Manchester does 
not give students access

• All students said they would definitely use it again given the 
opportunity and that it should be made available to all

• All students had only used it to check their work for 
‘accidental’ plagiarism

• Some students were surprised that it could help them 
improve their writing

• Those that accessed the instructions/guidance found it helpful



Main Finding

Providing access to the similarity report alone is not 
sufficient to ensure improvement in academic practice 



The following universities already support students in 
providing Turnitin similarity reports as standard:



Key Messages

• Turnitin similarity reports are not just about detecting 

potential plagiarism

• Students expect to have access, it is standard practice in 

many other universities

• Just giving students access to their Turnitin similarity 

report is not enough to ensure they improve their 

academic practice; access must be accompanied by 

support, guidance, relevant feedback and 

encouragement



Key Recommendation

Update University guidance on the use of 

Turnitin similarity reports so that 

programmes can make informed decisions 

about their use and understand their benefits


