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Abstract

Many colleges and universities use Turnitin, SafeAssign, and other “plagiarism de-
tection” software to detect, and deter, academic dishonesty. Since 2005, the Uni-
versity of Nebraska-Lincoln Libraries have provided students direct access to Safe-
Assign and Turnitin as teaching tools to help them identify improper citation of
sources. Students appreciate having free access to these products when similar soft-
ware can be cost-prohibitive. However, Turnitin commonly finds false positives in
student papers, and students may find Turnitin’s originality reports difficult to un-
derstand. Therefore, it is unclear how helpful it is to offer this library service to stu-
dents, versus focusing on teaching proper citation of sources.
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Turnitin is the best-known “plagiarism detection” (better described
as “text matching”) program used by institutions of higher educa-
tion. Turnitin checks submitted papers against a vast, growing da-
tabase of content, which currently includes millions of scholarly
articles from over a thousand publishers, 91 billion current and ar-
chived web pages, and 1.4 billion student papers (Turnitin, 2021).
This makes it easy for class instructors to see whether a student has
copied large quantities of text from an existing source, such a jour-
nal article, a website, or another student’s paper that was previously
submitted to Turnitin.

While this type of software may sound appealing to instructors and
educational administrators, it has many nuances and pitfalls that keep
it from being as effective as one would hope. A Google search brings
up numerous articles and videos on “how to cheat Turnitin,” “how to
beat Turnitin,” and “how to trick Turnitin.” Instead of encouraging
students to avoid plagiarism, it seems that Turnitin is often seen as
just another obstacle to get around when trying to get a good grade
on an essay. In spite of its flaws, Turnitin has the potential to be a
useful teaching tool to help students learn about proper attribution
of words and ideas. If a student can submit a paper to Turnitin and
review the resulting originality report, they can look for instances of
matching text and determine whether they were properly cited. This
use of Turnitin for educational, not punitive, purposes can make it a
helpful tool for a college or university library to offer alongside other
plagiarism prevention and citation resources.

Turnitin at the University of Nebraska-Lincoln Libraries

The University of Nebraska-Lincoln (UNL) offers Turnitin as an option
for instructors to use within the Canvas LMS (Learning Management
System). The UNL Libraries offer students separate access to Turnitin,
in order to help them address potential plagiarism/citation concerns
before submitting the paper to their class instructor. Some other uni-
versities offer a similar service for students, whether through the uni-
versity library (Lycoming College, Syracuse University, UMass Chan
Medical School, UC San Francisco) or through another office (Univer-
sity of Maryland Global Campus, University of Pennsylvania).
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The UNL Libraries began offering our original iteration of this
service in 2005. At that time, the campus was using the Blackboard
LMS’s built-in plagiarism detection software, Safe Assignment (later
renamed SafeAssign). The Libraries’ Safe Assignment Service allowed
students to test their paper for potential plagiarism before submitting
it to their instructor. We set up the software to submit documents in
“draft mode” (meaning that they were not saved to the Safe Assign-
ment database) to receive an originality report. The software was not
particularly user-friendly; it would only accept one submission per
student, so students had to email a library staff member to delete the
previous submission each time they wanted to upload a new draft. Ac-
cording to a former UNL Libraries faculty member, this service “gave
us a perfect opportunity for teaching students about the subtleties of
citing sources and plagiarism” (T. Bicknell-Holmes, personal commu-
nication, November 19, 2021).

The University of Nebraska-Lincoln began using Turnitin when it
switched from Blackboard to the Canvas LMS in 2016. As part of this
transition process, the Libraries were asked to compare Turnitin’s
functionality to that of both SafeAssign and another software pack-
age called VeriCite, which has since been acquired by Turnitin. Tur-
nitin seemed to be more user-friendly than VeriCite, along with being
the best-known plagiarism detection software used by institutions of
higher education. The UNL administration considered implementing
VeriCite as the default plagiarism detection service due to its lower
cost, but they ultimately chose to follow our recommendation to avoid
VeriCite since its web interface frequently lagged and timed out, and it
did not offer a draft mode like Turnitin does. Once UNL implemented
Canvas and Turnitin, we switched our Safe Assignment/SafeAssign
service to Turnitin service. Turnitin’s interface was an improvement
over SafeAssign, as students could now submit multiple papers to the
Libraries Turnitin account without any mediation by library staff.

How UNL students use Turnitin through the UNL Libraries

The UNL Libraries have set up a Canvas “course” called Libraries Tur-
nitin Service. To access Turnitin, students must fill out an online form
asking to be added to the course. Once added, they can upload doc-
uments to an “assignment” and receive the originality reports once



WIGTIL IN PUBLIC SERVICES QUARTERLY 18 (2022) 4

Turnitin has processed them. The course is set up to keep assignments
in “draft mode,” meaning that the submitted papers are not saved to
Turnitin’s database of student papers. We started with a single “as-
signment” but after a few hundred submissions, the software started
lagging. To fix this, we started creating a new assignment for each
month, and since then we have noticed no lagging problems.

Our Canvas course also includes instructions on how to use Turni-
tin, along with our terms and conditions for students’ use of the ser-
vice. We originally did not monitor students’ Turnitin submissions
very closely, but after a while, I, as the Libraries Turnitin Service ad-
ministrator, began noticing some issues with instructors signing up for
the service in order to check their students’ papers. This is not what
we intended the Libraries Turnitin Service for, so we implemented
two changes to the process: the signup form now asks if the user is a
student, staff, or faculty member, and I periodically click through re-
cently submitted papers to look for any obvious improper usage. If a
staff or faculty member fills out the form, I email them asking about
their intended use of the software. If they want to use it to check their
own writing, I will add them to the course, but if they say that they
want to check a student’s work, I direct them to use the Quick Submit
option that Turnitin provides to instructors.

Another red flag I look for is whether there is a name on the sub-
mitted paper that does not match the Turnitin user’s name. If I hap-
pen to see potential misuse, I will message the user through Canvas
to remind them that Turnitin is only for checking their own writing
and no one else’s. Often I get an apologetic reply from a student say-
ing that they were checking a paper for a friend; in these cases, I en-
courage them to have their friend sign up for their own account. Other
times, it appears that a user has run an originality report on an entire
journal article that doesn’t have their name on it; I believe most, if not
all, of these cases involve a faculty member or graduate student who
is peer-reviewing articles for a journal, which is definitely not a use
we intended for the UNL Libraries Turnitin Service. In these cases, I
remind the user of our policies and suggest that they check with the
journal to ask whether the journal already conducts plagiarism check-
ing on submitted papers.
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Downsides of Turnitin

Turnitin, SafeAssign, and similar software ingest student papers into
their databases so that different papers can be compared to one an-
other for possible plagiarism. While this is necessary for the software
to work as well as it does, it can be viewed as an invasion of students’
privacy and author rights. Students should be made aware that their
assignments are being submitted to Turnitin, but they typically do
not have a choice in whether their papers are saved in the database.
Furthermore, it is difficult to remove papers from the Turnitin data-
base once they have been submitted: Turnitin’s website says that “all
requests for paper deletions from our database must be submitted in
writing by the institutional Turnitin Administrator” (Turnitin Sup-
port Center, 2021).

Due to the privacy issue, some schools (for example, University of
Massachusetts Amherst) require that instructors who use Turnitin in-
clude a notice in their syllabi explaining that course assignments will
be checked against and saved in Turnitin’s database. UNL used to re-
quire this with SafeAssign (UNL Faculty Senate, 2007), and finally up-
dated this policy in 2020 to reflect the switch to Turnitin (UNL Fac-
ulty Senate Executive Committee, 2020).

Furthermore, a computer program cannot actually detect plagia-
rism. All that it can do is notify the user of matching text—only a
human reader can determine whether actual plagiarism has taken
place. Additionally, studies performed in 2007 and 2015 found that
Google searches of short phrases from papers found plagiarized ma-
terial more accurately than Turnitin did (Straumsheim, 2015).

Another problem with Turnitin is user confusion regarding its orig-
inality reports. Turnitin’s originality report highlights text within the
submitted paper that matches text found within its large content da-
tabase. The highlighted matching text is not always a word-for-word
copy; Turnitin will also highlight sentences that have words in a sim-
ilar order and spacing, even if there is non-matching text between the
matching words. The report also provides a numerical score indicat-
ing what percentage of the submitted document matches content in
its database.

Students often ask what is a “good Turnitin score”—my response is
that there is not one. The existence of a “good Turnitin score” seems to
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be a common misconception; I have even spoken with writers who are
trying to get a manuscript below a certain matching percentage before
submitting it for publication. The reality is more nuanced; matching
text does not always equal plagiarism, and in fact there are many sit-
uations that lead to false positives and a rather high similarity score.
These include (1) when the paper contains numerous direct quotes,
even if they are properly cited; (2) when the paper contains commonly
used phrases (such as field-specific terminology, names of authors
or academic institutions, or standardized language such as “a thesis
submitted to [insert university name]”; (3) when the paper contains
standardized language deliberately copied from another work for le-
gitimate reasons—for example, if someone is replicating a scientific
study and is describing the same methods used in a previously pub-
lished paper; (4) when the student has submitted an earlier draft of
the paper as a class assignment, meaning that most/all of the text is
already in Turnitin’s database and will show up as a match; or (5)
ironically, when the paper contains many well-formatted citations in
the Works Cited/References/Bibliography section, and these sources
have been cited by other students whose papers are stored in the Tur-
nitin database.

Another issue is a potential misunderstanding of what the purpose
of Turnitin even is. While looking through papers submitted to the Li-
braries Turnitin Service, I have noticed that many students have up-
loaded personal documents such as resumes, CVs, and cover letters.
I am not sure what these students are trying to accomplish; it seems
unlikely that someone conscientious enough to use the library Turni-
tin account would accidentally plagiarize while writing personal doc-
uments. It also seems unlikely that Turnitin’s database would contain
many similar documents that might have matching text. Additionally,
these documents could be flagged with false positives due to the rea-
sons listed above, in particular, commonly used phrases and proper
nouns.

Turnitin’s scholarly sibling—iThenticate

In 2017, UNL began a pilot project offering faculty and staff access to
iThenticate, which is a similar product to Turnitin and owned by the
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same company. The main difference is that iThenticate, which is mar-
keted to academic researchers and publishers, does not save any sub-
mitted papers to its database, and it does not check documents against
Turnitin’s database of student papers. The university’s subscription
allowed a limited number of credits (uses), leading the UNL Librar-
ies to implement some restrictions on how it could be used: the per-
son submitting the paper must be the first author or corresponding
author, and the paper must be close to ready for publication. In most
cases, we did not allow an author to submit multiple versions of the
same paper. Unlike Turnitin, our institutional iThenticate account re-
quired all submissions to be mediated: an author had to email us the
paper, and we would email them the resulting originality report in re-
turn. While we originally envisioned that a librarian would meet indi-
vidually with each author to go over the originality report, it turned
out that our users were generally not interested in this offer and were
happy to receive the report via email. While iThenticate has an inter-
active originality report interface very similar to Turnitin’s, the medi-
ated nature of iThenticate meant that I could email users only a PDF
copy of the originality report, which we felt was less useful than the
full interactive report.

In 2021, the UNL Libraries decided to cease participating in the
UNL’s iThenticate service, due to low usage and believing that it would
be better handled by other university offices. While we had antici-
pated too many people using iThenticate and using up all our cred-
its, we only had a few dozen papers submitted during the time we of-
fered it. Now, responsibility for iThenticate lies with the UNL Office
of Research and Economic Development and associate deans for var-
ious departments at UNL. The UNL Libraries still allow scholarly au-
thors to check their own work with Turnitin, which is a better option
in my opinion since it is an unmediated service with unlimited sub-
missions, and the interface is practically the same as iThenticate’s.

Self-serve alternatives to Turnitin

There are many “plagiarism detection” services available that are mar-
keted to individuals. In fact, iThenticate has an individual subscription
option, starting at a hefty $100 per submission. Turnitin previously
offered an individual subscription as well, branded as WriteCheck, but
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this was discontinued on June 30, 2020 (Turnitin, n.d.). Turnitin’s an-
nouncement that WriteCheck was shutting down cited the fact that
students could easily use Turnitin within their own assignment work-
flow for Turnitin-enabled courses. This seems like an odd decision,
considering that (1) not all schools use Turnitin, and (2) students may
want the flexibility to check other types of writing, such as personal
statements, that would not be part of an established university course.

Turnitin is still targeting the individual student market through
third parties—for example, a website called Scribbr says that it is
“powered by elements of Turnitin’s Similarity Checker.” At the time
of writing, it costs a minimum of $19.95 per use, depending on paper
length. The online proofreading service Grammarly also offers a pla-
giarism check feature as part of its Grammarly Premium subscription
(which costs $12-30 per month depending on subscription length),
and while it does not mention Turnitin, its ability to compare papers
to ProQuest’s content and billions of web pages makes me wonder if
there is a possible connection there.

A somewhat different online service is Copyscape. The website
seems to have a good reputation among online content creators, but
the information provided on Copyscape’s site is quite sparse. I cre-
ated a Copyscape account to see if it would give me any additional in-
formation, but it did not. It does not say how much each search costs,
but the minimum amount of “credits” you can buy is $5. It is intended
more for web content creators than for academic users, so I assume it
only searches for plagiarism of openly available web content. A simi-
lar site I found that uses a credits-based system with little explanatory
content is PlagScan. An internet search found several other sites pur-
porting to check papers for potential plagiarism, but they all seemed
disreputable or did not work when I pasted text into them.

As librarians, we should be especially aware of companies that in-
tend to violate users’ privacy. Viper Plagiarism Checker is an online
tool with an egregiously predatory privacy policy:

When you scan your essay for free, we’ll take your essay
and add it to our database so that future scans that you or
other people make can be compared to it. Nobody has ac-
cess to this database, so if part of your essay matches an-
other essay, other people cannot see your work—they only
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see a percentage match. Three months after your scan, we
will automatically add your essay to our student database,
where it will be published on one of our study sites to allow
other students to use it as an example of how to write an es-
say. Most students don’t mind helping other students by of-
fering their work as an example— they’re finished with the
essay and it’s of no value to them. (Viper, n.d.)

Needless to say, Viper is a site we should steer students far away from.
While Turnitin and SafeAssign are also problematic for taking sub-
mitted content and storing it in their databases without explicit per-
mission from the student, at least they are not reusing that content
on the open Web.

Conclusion

Turnitin is a well-known software tool used to find potential plagia-
rism in student essays. While this sort of tool can be valuable for iden-
tifying blatant plagiarism, it can also cause confusion and anxiety
for students who simply need help citing their sources. Turnitin and
similar products can help students find copied text that they have not
properly cited or paraphrased, but they can also provide a false sense
of security (since Turnitin doesn’t contain every book/article/web-
site ever published) or lead to misunderstandings (such as students
repeatedly tweaking their writing to get the “plagiarism percentage”
as low as possible). I do not think that Turnitin is necessary or par-
ticularly useful for academic libraries to offer their users. It makes
more sense to teach students how to properly cite and attribute infor-
mation, leading them to feel confident in their research abilities and
trust themselves not to plagiarize.

¥
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