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 Interpreting Matching Text in Turnitin 
Turnitin flags when a submission matches (or is similar to) another text; it does not check for plagiarism.  
We must view every Similarity Report to check for signs of academic misconduct.  
This guide will cover: 

1. Overview of text-matching and similarity percentages 
2. How to read a Similarity Report 
3. Ways to further investigate matching text 

What is text-matching?  
Turnitin compares student submissions with a database of existing work. If a section of text in a submission 
matches any text in the database, it will highlight this so an instructor can review it. The Turnitin database 
comprises roughly:  

- 67 billion webpages (both current and archived) 
- 50 million journal articles, conference proceedings, and books from 800+ publishers 
- 929 million papers previously submitted to Turnitin 

If your assignment is set up as recommended, Turnitin can spot matching text better than any other tool. 

 

Matching text is not the same as academic misconduct.  
A similarity report can only tell you whether some text has appeared in the database, not whether it’s been used 
correctly or appropriately. See below for examples. 

  

There is no “acceptable” similarity percentage  
The similarity percentage of text-matching does not define the difference between plagiarism and not-plagiarism. 
The percentage reported by Turnitin is calculated by:  

𝑛𝑛𝑛𝑛𝑛𝑛𝑛𝑛𝑛𝑛𝑛𝑛 𝑜𝑜𝑜𝑜 𝑤𝑤𝑜𝑜𝑛𝑛𝑤𝑤𝑤𝑤 𝑡𝑡ℎ𝑎𝑎𝑡𝑡 𝑚𝑚𝑚𝑚𝑚𝑚𝑚𝑚ℎ𝑒𝑒𝑒𝑒 𝑜𝑜𝑚𝑚ℎ𝑒𝑒𝑒𝑒 𝑠𝑠𝑜𝑜𝑠𝑠𝑒𝑒𝑚𝑚𝑒𝑒𝑠𝑠 𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 𝑚𝑚ℎ𝑒𝑒 𝑒𝑒𝑒𝑒𝑟𝑟𝑜𝑜𝑠𝑠𝑖𝑖𝑚𝑚𝑜𝑜𝑒𝑒𝑖𝑖𝑒𝑒𝑠𝑠
𝑛𝑛𝑛𝑛𝑛𝑛𝑛𝑛𝑛𝑛𝑛𝑛 𝑜𝑜𝑜𝑜 𝑡𝑡𝑜𝑜𝑡𝑡𝑎𝑎𝑡𝑡 𝑤𝑤𝑜𝑜𝑛𝑛𝑤𝑤𝑤𝑤 𝑖𝑖𝑛𝑛 𝑡𝑡ℎ𝑛𝑛 𝑤𝑤𝑛𝑛𝑛𝑛𝑛𝑛𝑖𝑖𝑤𝑤𝑤𝑤𝑖𝑖𝑜𝑜𝑛𝑛

 X 100 

If the submission is short, but contains an extensive bibliography matching text, it could have a very high 
percentage similarity with no misconduct. Likewise, a long submission could contain an entirely copied section, 
but an overall low percentage of similarity.  

1141 words, 22% – contains serious misconduct 413 words, 29% – zero misconduct 

  
 

mailto:eeu@uwa.edu.au
http://www.web.uwa.edu.au/contact/map?id=5069
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=elYY_doE9WQ
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How to Read a Similarity Report in 3 Steps 
Step 1: Access the Similarity Report 
You will find the Similarity Report in Turnitin Feedback 
Studio. The tools for investigating the Similarity Report 
are located on the right hand side of the window, 
beneath the marking tools.  

Click on the percentage similarity number to see the 
“Match Overview” which shows the top matches. Each 
match also indicates its source, i.e. what kind of text 
and where it came from according to the repository.  

 

Step 2: Look for highlighted text in the student submission 
Scroll through a student submission until you see some words highlighted in different colours. Highlighted text 
indicates that text matches a “source” in the Turnitin database.  

If a match says the source is a student paper, it may be that both students plagiarised the same original text. 
Consider typing the matched text into a Google search to investigate further.  

Each set of matched text is labelled with a colour to help you spot the matched source throughout the text. In 
other words, every word highlighted in blue in the submission matches the same source in the repository – also 
indicated in blue. It is common for a single match to contain many words spread throughout the document, for 
example if all students used the same headings according to a template.  

 
What if there is no highlighted text?  
First, consider whether there should be highlight text. Does this submission use quotes, references, a template, or 
any phrases that are very common among other submissions of this assignment? If so, then a lack of matching text 
is a cause for great concern since this might be a sign that the student has tried to cheat Turnitin.  
Some ways to do this include:  

• Submitting an image of text (potentially plagiarised), as Turnitin 
cannot “read” an image for text-matching.  

• If the instructor chose to “exclude quotes” in the Turnitin 
assignment settings, this means anything within a set of quote marks is not “read”  by the Turnitin 
algorithm; thus, students could place quote marks in white font (invisible to your eyes) at the start and end 
of their document and it wouldn’t be evaluated for text-matching. 

Suggestions:  
• Always set the Turnitin settings to not exclude quotes.   
• Check the word count at the bottom of the screen to see if it fits with the amount of text you can see.  
• Click “text-only report” at the bottom of the screen to see the text that Turnitin 

is able to “read”.  
• Download the “original submission” to investigate further.  

mailto:eeu@uwa.edu.au
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Step 3: Is the matched text acceptable or a sign of potential misconduct? 
Consider the context of each portion of matched text to evaluate whether it is acceptable or problematic.  

 
Acceptable text matches   

• Common or specific word groups like titles, names of organisations, 
definitions, or templates are likely to match other sources. Use your 
experience and context to judge whether these are acceptable matches.  

• If an entire quote or reference is text-matched, that indicates the 
student quoted or referenced accurately.  

 

Signs of potential misconduct 
Please note the list below covers only the most common signs of potential academic misconduct. 

More than a few words text-match  
If the majority of a sentence or more 
matches to text in the database, 
consider the context to determine 
whether this is an acceptable match 
(e.g. a common phrase) or potential plagiarism.   

Suggestion: Consider the context – for example, the level of work expected from students, the topic of the 
assignment, and the length of the match to evaluate whether the match is problematic. 

 
A sentence, paragraph or the entire paper has “patchy” spots of matched text  
This is called “mosaic” or “patchwork” plagiarism, and occurs when students copy multiple small portions of 
other work, but string them together with their own words, like a tile mosaic or patchwork quilt. The same pattern 
can also appear when students copy an entire sentence or paragraph, but systematically replace words with 
synonyms, because this reduces the overall similarity percentage and may fly under the radar.  

Suggestion: Consider using Full Source View or a Google search to investigate further. 

  
References are not fully text-matched 
If a reference shows up with “patchy” or incompletely matched text, it could be a typo, or it may be a sign the 
student changed that reference. For example, changing the dates of publication can suggest their research is more 
recent than it really is.   

Suggestion: Consider Googling the reference to investigate further.  

 

mailto:eeu@uwa.edu.au
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Quotes are not fully text-matched 
Quotes should almost always appear as a complete text-match. If not, it could be a typo, or it may show the quote 
was changed to suit the argument of the assignment.   

Suggestion: Consider the context to evaluate whether the change was a typo or potentially deliberate, and leave 
feedback and marks accordingly.   

 
Entire reference list matches to a single source 
A good reference list should be a rainbow of colours. 
If a student has done their own original research, it 
would be very uncommon for the entire reference 
list to match to a single source. If the entire 
reference list was copied, it is certainly worth 
investigating the rest of the text further as well.   

Suggestion: Look closely at the source and 
download the “original submission” to investigate further.  

 
Submitting an unsupported file type 
Turnitin can only generate a Similarity Report for certain types of files, mainly Microsoft Word. If a student asks 
you to mark an unsupported file type (i.e. via email or otherwise outside Turnitin), it may be a sign the student 
doesn’t want their submission to go through text-matching.  

Suggestion: In the assignment settings, tick “only allow supported file submissions”. Ask students to upload a file 
that is supported by Turnitin, which includes Microsoft Word (.doc or .docx), WordPerfect (.wpd), OpenOffice 
(.odt), and more. If necessary, you can upload a file for students.  

mailto:eeu@uwa.edu.au
http://www.web.uwa.edu.au/contact/map?id=5069
https://help.turnitin.com/feedback-studio/lti/student/submitting-a-paper/file-types-and-size.htm?Highlight=supported%20file%20types
https://help.turnitin.com/feedback-studio/lti/student/submitting-a-paper/file-types-and-size.htm?Highlight=supported%20file%20types
https://help.turnitin.com/feedback-studio/blackboard/basic/instructor/making-a-submission/single-file-upload-on-behalf-of-a-student.htm
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Ways to further investigate text matches 
If matched text indicates a worrying sign for academic conduct, there are several ways to investigate further to 
evaluate the scope of the potential misconduct.  

 

Use Full Source View to compare the student submission to the source 
The preview (circled in the screenshot here) shows the “original” source, with the matched text appearing in red. 
Click on the “full source view” icon to open a view of the source in the right-hand window, which allows an easy 
side-by-side comparison between the source and the student submission.  

 

 Full Source View is especially helpful to spot “patchwork plagiarism” – 
see our fact sheet “How to Read a Similarity Report”.  

 

 

 

Check the originally submitted file  
Download the file to look for images masquerading as text, text saved as 
white font that could alter Turnitin’s algorithms, or file formation such as 
author name or date last edited.  

 
 

Use Google search  
Consider the example to the right. In this submission, the Similarity 
Report certainly shows some areas of concern, but the overall matching 
was “only” 22%. However, a quick Google search reveals that the author 
had plagiarised and then systematically altered words and sentences to 
deceive Turnitin.  
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Request the source text 
You can simply view the source text for any online source, but if the source is from another student submission 
(either at our or a different university) you can request a “paper review”. Click here for instructions to request a 
paper review in Turnitin.  

 

 

Filtering text-matches 
If you want to filter out certain kinds 
of text-matches for this submission 
only, you can open “filters and 
settings” to exclude quotes, the 
bibliography, or small sources. This 
will change the overall similarity 
percentage for this submission 
accordingly.  

You can see and restore the list of 
these exclusions by opening 
“excluded sources”.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

For more information, contact your Faculty EEU team: 
Arts, Business, Law & 

Education 
eeu-

able@uwa.edu.au  

Engineering & 
Mathematical 

Sciences 
eeu-ems@uwa.edu.au 

Health & Medical 
Sciences 

eeu-
hms@uwa.edu.au 

Science 
eeu-sci@uwa.edu.au 
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