
how to avoid plagiarism on turnitin

how to avoid plagiarism on turnitin is a critical concern for students and academics alike, as

maintaining academic integrity is paramount in any educational setting. Turnitin, a widely used

plagiarism detection software, plays a significant role in identifying unoriginal content, making it

essential for writers to understand how to ensure their work is genuinely their own. This

comprehensive guide will delve into effective strategies and best practices for producing original

academic papers that stand up to rigorous scrutiny. We will explore the nuances of proper citation, the

art of authentic paraphrasing, the importance of original research, and the savvy use of academic tools

to track sources and manage information ethically. By mastering these techniques, you can confidently

submit your assignments, knowing they reflect your unique insights and diligent scholarship,

significantly reducing your similarity score and upholding the highest standards of academic honesty.
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Understanding Plagiarism and Turnitin

To effectively navigate the academic landscape and successfully avoid plagiarism on Turnitin, it is

fundamental to first grasp what plagiarism truly entails and how detection software like Turnitin

operates. A clear understanding of these foundational elements empowers students to adopt proactive

measures rather than simply reacting to potential issues.

What is Plagiarism?

Plagiarism is universally defined as the act of presenting someone else's work or ideas as your own,

without proper attribution. This can manifest in various forms, ranging from direct copying of text

without quotation marks and citation to more subtle acts like paraphrasing an idea too closely without

acknowledging the original source. It is not limited to text; plagiarism can also apply to images, data,

music, and other forms of intellectual property. Ignorance is rarely an acceptable defense, as academic

institutions hold students responsible for understanding and adhering to their academic honesty

policies.

Common types of plagiarism include direct plagiarism (word-for-word copying), mosaic plagiarism

(mixing your words with another's without proper attribution), accidental plagiarism (unintentional

omission of citations), and self-plagiarism (reusing your own previously submitted work without

permission or proper citation). Recognizing these distinctions is the first step toward producing original

content that will pass any originality check.

How Turnitin Works to Detect Plagiarism

Turnitin is a sophisticated web-based platform designed to assist educators in preventing plagiarism,

offering a valuable tool for maintaining academic integrity. When a student submits a paper to Turnitin,



the software processes the document by comparing it against an extensive database. This database

includes billions of web pages (both current and archived), a vast repository of scholarly articles,

journals, and books, and a continuously growing collection of student papers previously submitted to

Turnitin.

The system generates an "Originality Report," which highlights sections of the submitted text that

match content in its database. This report provides a similarity score, indicating the percentage of the

paper that matches other sources. It's crucial to understand that a high similarity score does not

automatically equate to plagiarism; correctly cited direct quotes or common phrases will also be

flagged. However, a high score serves as a strong indicator that further review is needed, prompting

the instructor to examine the report and distinguish between correctly cited material and instances of

improper attribution or outright plagiarism. Understanding this process demystifies Turnitin and helps

students prepare their submissions accordingly.

Mastering Citation and Referencing Techniques

The cornerstone of avoiding plagiarism on Turnitin, and indeed upholding academic integrity, lies in the

meticulous application of citation and referencing techniques. Properly acknowledging your sources

demonstrates respect for intellectual property and strengthens the credibility of your own arguments.

Adhering to Specific Citation Styles (APA, MLA, Chicago)

Different academic disciplines and institutions often require specific citation styles, such as APA

(American Psychological Association), MLA (Modern Language Association), or Chicago (University of

Chicago Press). Each style has its own intricate rules for in-text citations, footnotes, and bibliographies

or reference lists. Adhering strictly to the assigned style guide is not merely a formatting preference but

a critical component of proper attribution. Incorrectly formatted citations, even if the source is

mentioned, can sometimes be misinterpreted by plagiarism checkers or lead to academic penalties.



Students must familiarize themselves with the specific requirements of the citation style relevant to

their course or discipline. This includes understanding how to format author names, publication dates,

titles, page numbers, and other bibliographic details consistently. Resources like style manuals,

university writing centers, and online guides are invaluable tools for mastering these intricate rules.

Accurately Citing Direct Quotes

When incorporating direct quotes into your work, precision is paramount. A direct quote involves using

the exact words of another author. To avoid plagiarism and ensure Turnitin recognizes it as correctly

attributed material, you must enclose the quoted text within quotation marks and provide an accurate

in-text citation that includes the author's name, year of publication, and page number (or other specific

locator). For longer quotes, often defined by specific word counts (e.g., 40 words for APA, 4 lines for

MLA), a block quote format is typically required, which involves indenting the entire passage without

quotation marks, followed by the citation.

Failing to use quotation marks for direct text, even if a citation is present, constitutes plagiarism.

Turnitin will flag such instances as matching text without proper demarcation. Therefore, always

double-check that every word-for-word excerpt from a source is correctly marked and cited according

to the prescribed style guide.

Properly Referencing Paraphrased and Summarized Information

Paraphrasing and summarizing are essential academic skills, but they must always be accompanied

by proper referencing to avoid plagiarism. When you paraphrase, you restate someone else's idea or

information in your own words and sentence structure, while maintaining the original meaning.

Summarizing involves condensing a larger body of text into a concise overview. In both cases, even

though you are not using the original author's exact words, the idea itself originated elsewhere, and

therefore, attribution is mandatory.



For paraphrased and summarized content, an in-text citation is required, typically including the author's

name and the year of publication. While page numbers are often recommended for paraphrases to

help readers locate the specific passage in the source, they are generally not required for summaries

unless specified by the citation style or instructor. The key distinction from direct quotes is the absence

of quotation marks, as you are presenting the information in your unique expression, but the underlying

thought still needs its source acknowledged.

Common Mistakes in Citation and How to Avoid Them

Even with good intentions, students often make common citation errors that can lead to plagiarism

flags. One frequent mistake is incomplete citations, such as omitting the year, page number, or even

the author's name, rendering the attribution unclear. Another error is the "orphan citation," where a

source is listed in the bibliography but never cited in the body of the text, or vice-versa.

Additionally, incorrect formatting within a specific citation style can cause confusion. For instance,

mixing elements of APA with MLA can result in an inconsistent and potentially problematic reference

list. To avoid these pitfalls, meticulously review your reference list against your in-text citations. Use

citation management tools (like Zotero or Mendeley) to help organize sources and generate citations

correctly. Finally, proofreading your entire paper specifically for citation accuracy is a crucial step

before submission.

Effective Paraphrasing and Summarizing Strategies

Beyond accurate citation, the ability to effectively paraphrase and summarize is a core academic skill

that is indispensable for avoiding plagiarism. These techniques allow you to integrate source material

into your writing thoughtfully and originally.



Distinguishing Between Paraphrasing and Simply Changing a Few

Words

A common pitfall leading to plagiarism is mistaking superficial word changes for genuine paraphrasing.

True paraphrasing involves a deep understanding of the original text and then articulating that

understanding entirely in your own voice, sentence structure, and vocabulary. Simply replacing a few

words with synonyms or rearranging the sentence order while retaining the original structure is not

paraphrasing; it is often termed "patchwriting" or mosaic plagiarism. Turnitin is increasingly

sophisticated at detecting such instances, as it looks beyond individual word matches to identify similar

sentence structures and idea sequences.

Genuine paraphrasing requires critical engagement with the source, not just mechanical alteration.

Students must internalize the meaning and then reconstruct it without looking at the original text,

ensuring that the resulting passage reflects their unique synthesis of the information.

Steps for Authentic Paraphrasing

Achieving authentic paraphrasing requires a systematic approach:

Read and Understand: Read the original passage multiple times until you fully grasp its meaning,1.

including the main idea and supporting details.

Put the Source Away: Cover the original text or close the tab. This prevents you from2.

inadvertently copying words or sentence structures.

Write in Your Own Words: Now, without looking at the source, write down the idea in your own3.

words. Focus on conveying the meaning as if explaining it to someone else.



Compare and Check: Uncover the original passage and compare your paraphrase to it. Ensure4.

that your version accurately reflects the original meaning but uses distinct vocabulary and

sentence structure. If any phrases are too similar, revise them.

Cite Your Source: Immediately add an in-text citation to your paraphrase, including the author5.

and year, and page number if required by your style guide.

Following these steps rigorously will significantly reduce the risk of unintentional plagiarism and help

you develop stronger academic writing skills.

The Art of Summarizing Sources Ethically

Summarizing involves distilling the main points of a longer text into a much shorter, concise overview.

Like paraphrasing, it must be done ethically, attributing the original source. The key difference is the

level of detail: a summary omits supporting details and examples, focusing only on the core arguments

or findings. When summarizing, it's crucial to capture the essence of the source's contribution to your

topic, not merely to list what it contains.

Ethical summarization requires you to:

Identify the source's thesis or main argument.

Extract the most significant supporting points.

Present these points in a neutral tone, reflecting the original author's stance, not your own

interpretation unless explicitly stated.

Use entirely your own words and sentence structures.



Always provide an in-text citation for the summarized content.

Summarizing effectively demonstrates your understanding of broader concepts and your ability to

synthesize information from multiple sources efficiently.

Original Research and Critical Thinking

While proper citation and paraphrasing are vital, the most robust defense against plagiarism on

Turnitin is to ground your work in original research and critical thinking. Your unique contribution is

what truly defines academic success.

Developing Strong Research Skills

Effective research skills are foundational to producing original work. This involves more than just

finding sources; it encompasses critically evaluating their credibility, relevance, and bias. Learning how

to identify scholarly, peer-reviewed articles versus unreliable internet sources is crucial. Developing a

systematic approach to research, including creating a research question, formulating search terms,

utilizing academic databases, and maintaining organized notes, ensures that you are building your

arguments on a solid, diverse, and credible informational base.

Strong research also involves understanding how to synthesize information from various sources to

form new connections and insights, rather than merely compiling existing facts. This proactive

engagement with source material inherently promotes originality and helps avoid the perception of

simply copying or rearranging others' ideas.



Formulating Original Ideas and Arguments

Your academic papers should not just be a compilation of others' findings, but a platform for your own

voice and original arguments. Critical thinking allows you to analyze, interpret, evaluate, and

synthesize information, leading to the formulation of new ideas, perspectives, or solutions. This means

going beyond simply reporting what sources say and instead engaging with the material, identifying

gaps in current knowledge, challenging existing assumptions, or applying theories in novel ways.

When you develop original arguments, your paper becomes unique, making plagiarism detection less

likely to flag extensive matching content, as your thesis and much of your discussion will stem from

your independent thought process. This intellectual contribution is highly valued in academia and is the

ultimate way to ensure originality.

Incorporating Common Knowledge vs. Cited Information

A common question arises regarding when to cite and when not to. The general rule is that common

knowledge does not need to be cited. Common knowledge refers to information that is widely known

and easily verifiable, such as historical dates, universally accepted scientific facts, or well-known

proverbs. For example, stating that "the Earth revolves around the Sun" does not require a citation.

However, what constitutes common knowledge can sometimes be subjective and vary by discipline or

audience. When in doubt, it is always safer to cite. If the information is specific, debatable, or comes

from a particular study or a single source, it must be cited. This principle helps students avoid

unintentional plagiarism by ensuring that any information that could be attributed to a specific source is

indeed credited.



Leveraging Academic Tools and Best Practices

Modern academic writing benefits greatly from the strategic use of tools and adherence to best

practices that streamline the research and writing process while safeguarding against plagiarism.

Utilizing Note-Taking Strategies for Source Tracking

Effective note-taking is a proactive measure against plagiarism. Rather than merely copying and

pasting, develop a system for taking notes that clearly distinguishes between your own thoughts,

paraphrased material, and direct quotes. When taking notes, always immediately record the full

bibliographic information of the source. For quotes, use quotation marks and include page numbers.

For paraphrases, briefly summarize in your own words and note the page number. For your own

insights, mark them clearly as "my thoughts" or "analysis."

Digital tools like Zotero, Mendeley, or EndNote can automate much of this process, allowing you to

save source information, highlight key passages, and even generate citations directly into your

document. Maintaining an organized system from the outset drastically reduces the chances of

misattributing or forgetting to cite a source during the writing phase.

Proofreading and Editing for Citation Errors

Before submitting any academic work, rigorous proofreading and editing are essential, not just for

grammar and style, but specifically for citation accuracy. Review your paper with a critical eye,

ensuring that every piece of information derived from an external source has a corresponding in-text

citation and that all in-text citations are correctly listed in your bibliography or reference list. Check for

consistency in your chosen citation style.



Look for missing quotation marks around direct quotes, ensure page numbers are present where

required, and verify that paraphrased sections are truly in your own words and not too close to the

original text. A fresh pair of eyes, from a peer or writing center tutor, can often spot errors that you

might overlook.

Understanding and Avoiding Self-Plagiarism

Self-plagiarism, also known as duplicate publication, occurs when you reuse your own previously

submitted or published work (or substantial portions thereof) without proper acknowledgment or

permission. While it might seem harmless, it is considered unethical in academia because it

misrepresents the work as new and original, potentially inflating your academic output or submitting the

same work for credit in multiple courses. Academic institutions expect original work for each

assignment.

To avoid self-plagiarism, always seek permission from your instructor if you wish to draw upon or

expand on previous work. If allowed, you must cite your past work just as you would any other source.

If you are reusing specific data or analysis from a previous paper, clearly indicate that it is repurposed

and cite the original source where it first appeared.

Using Plagiarism Checkers (Beyond Turnitin) Responsibly

While Turnitin is often the final gatekeeper for academic submissions, students can utilize other

plagiarism checkers as a proactive measure before submission. Many universities offer access to such

tools, or there are reputable free and paid options available online. These checkers can help identify

accidental matches or areas where paraphrasing might be too close to the original source, allowing

you to revise your work before it reaches your instructor.

However, it is vital to use these tools responsibly. They are aids, not substitutes for genuine



understanding and proper citation practices. Do not rely solely on a similarity score to determine

originality; always critically review the flagged sections yourself. Understand that these tools are

designed to identify matches, and the ultimate judgment of plagiarism rests with the instructor based

on academic integrity policies.

Final Checks and Submitting Your Work

The final steps before submission are crucial for ensuring that your paper is not only well-written but

also fully compliant with academic integrity standards and ready for Turnitin's scrutiny.

Reviewing Turnitin's Originality Report

If your institution allows you to submit drafts to Turnitin before the final submission, take full advantage

of this feature. Carefully review the Originality Report generated by Turnitin. Do not just look at the

percentage score; click into the report and examine the highlighted areas. Understand what each

color-coded match signifies.

Identify if flagged sections are correctly cited direct quotes (which are expected to match), or if they

represent passages where your paraphrasing is too similar to the original, or if you've unintentionally

omitted a citation. Use this report as a learning tool to refine your writing and citation practices. This

preemptive review allows you to correct any issues before your instructor sees the final report,

demonstrating a commitment to academic honesty.

Seeking Help and Clarification

Academic writing can be complex, and questions about citation, paraphrasing, or what constitutes



plagiarism are common. Never hesitate to seek help and clarification. Your instructors are the primary

resource for understanding assignment expectations and institutional policies on academic integrity.

University writing centers offer invaluable support, providing one-on-one consultations to review your

writing, help with citation styles, and offer strategies for effective paraphrasing.

Librarians are also experts in research and citation management. Utilizing these resources proactively

can prevent misunderstandings and ensure that your work meets all academic standards, building your

confidence in producing original and ethical scholarship.

Successfully navigating the intricacies of academic writing and Turnitin requires a blend of strong

research skills, meticulous citation practices, and an unwavering commitment to originality. By

embracing proper attribution, mastering authentic paraphrasing, conducting genuine research, and

utilizing available academic tools, students can confidently produce work that not only achieves a low

similarity score but, more importantly, genuinely reflects their intellectual effort and integrity. This

comprehensive approach ensures that every submitted paper stands as a testament to the student's

own voice and scholarly contribution, fostering an environment of trust and academic excellence.

FAQ Section

Q: What is a "good" similarity score on Turnitin?

A: There isn't a universally "good" similarity score, as it highly depends on the assignment type,

subject, and instructor's expectations. Some matching text is normal and expected, especially for

correctly cited direct quotes, common phrases, or bibliographic entries. A score of 10-25% is often

considered acceptable for many papers, but some instructors might aim for lower or higher. What truly

matters is the interpretation of the report: ensuring that all matched text is properly attributed and that

the bulk of your paper reflects original thought and unique phrasing. Always consult your instructor for

their specific guidelines.



Q: Can Turnitin detect paraphrased content?

A: Yes, Turnitin can often detect paraphrased content if it's too close to the original source. While it

primarily highlights direct text matches, its algorithms are sophisticated enough to identify structural

similarities and sequences of ideas even when a few words have been changed. Simply swapping

synonyms or rearranging sentence order without fundamentally rephrasing the idea in your own unique

voice can still result in a high similarity match or be flagged as "patchwriting" by an instructor.

Authentic paraphrasing requires a deep understanding and complete restatement of the original idea.

Q: Will Turnitin flag my bibliography/reference list as plagiarism?

A: Turnitin will typically highlight your bibliography or reference list as matching text because these

entries are standard formats of existing publications. However, these matches are generally ignored by

instructors when assessing originality, as they are supposed to accurately reflect published works.

Most instructors understand this and will disregard these sections when interpreting the originality

report. Some institutions or instructors may also configure Turnitin to exclude the

bibliography/reference list from the similarity calculation.

Q: Is it okay to reuse my own work from a previous course?

A: Reusing your own work without proper acknowledgment or permission is considered self-plagiarism.

While you own the intellectual content, academic integrity requires that each assignment demonstrate

new learning and original effort for that specific course. If you wish to build upon or refer to previous

work, you must obtain permission from your current instructor and properly cite your past work as you

would any other source. Failure to do so can lead to serious academic penalties.

Q: What if I accidentally forget a citation?

A: Accidental plagiarism, even if unintentional, can still have serious consequences. Forgetting a

citation can result in a high similarity score and lead to questions about academic integrity. This



underscores the importance of meticulous note-taking, careful organization of sources, and thorough

proofreading. If you realize after submission that you've forgotten a citation, immediately communicate

with your instructor to explain the oversight, as transparency is key. Proactive use of plagiarism

checkers and seeking help from writing centers can help prevent such errors.

Q: How can I reduce my similarity score on Turnitin?

A: To reduce your similarity score, focus on these key strategies: 1) Authentic Paraphrasing: Ensure

your paraphrased content is entirely in your own words and sentence structure, not just a few changed

words. 2) Correct Quoting: Use quotation marks for all direct quotes and provide accurate citations,

including page numbers. 3) Synthesize, Don't Just Summarize: Combine ideas from multiple sources

and add your own analysis to create new insights. 4) Cite Everything: Attribute all ideas, data, or

specific information that isn't common knowledge or your own original thought. 5) Review and Revise: If

allowed, use Turnitin's draft submission feature to review your originality report and make necessary

revisions before final submission.

Q: Does Turnitin store my papers in its database?

A: Yes, typically when you submit a paper to Turnitin, it is stored in the institution's private repository

within Turnitin's database. This allows future submissions to be compared against your paper to

prevent self-plagiarism and other forms of academic dishonesty. If you have concerns about your

paper being stored, especially for drafts or specific situations, discuss this with your instructor or your

institution's academic support services, as there might be options for non-repository submissions in

certain contexts.
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