
www.turnitin.com

eBook 

Everything you need to know
 about  contract cheating 

A free guide from Turnitin 



Glossary of terms 03

5 things you need to know about contract cheating  04

3 ways essay mills make it easy to buy an essay  05

A student’s perspective on contract cheating 08

Why is student authorial voice important to 10 
academic integrity? 

Look for the helpers in the battle against contract cheating  12

There is a new standard in academic integrity 15

Works cited 16

02Everything you need to know about contract cheating

Contents



Glossary of terms
Contract cheating: the practice of students engaging a 

third-party individual or service to complete their written 

assessments.

Ghostwriting: writing for someone else; sometimes used as a 

synonym for “contract cheating” but also an acceptable practice 

in many professional contexts.

Academic custom writing websites/ paper mills/ 
essay mills: business that allows customers to commission an 

original piece of writing on a particular topic so that they may 

commit academic fraud.1

Plagiarism: to steal and pass off (the ideas or words of 

another) as one’s own.2 

Academic integrity: a commitment, even in the face of 

adversity, to five fundamental values: honesty, trust, fairness, 

respect and responsibility.3

Accrediting organisation: an organisation accredited by a 

recognised accrediting body for its competence to audit and 

issue certification confirming that an organisation meets the 

requirements of a standard.4

Turnitin Originality: Originality is a solution from Turnitin 

that goes beyond basic text similarity checking and protects 

institutions from new and emerging trends in misconduct such 

as code plagiarism, text spinning and contract cheating. 

1. Essay Mill (n.d.). In Wikipedia. Retrieved February 27, 2018 from 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Essay_mill.

2. What is Plagiarism? (n.d.). Retrieved February 27, 2018, from 
http://www.plagiarism.org/article/what-is-plagiarism.

3. ICAI, The Fundamental Values of Academic Integrity (Oct. 1999). 
Retrieved February 27, 2018, https://www.academicintegrity.org/wp-content/
uploads/2017/12/Fundamental-Values-2014.pdf.

4. Accredited Registrar (n.d). In Wikipedia. Retrieved February 27, 2018  
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Accredited_registrar.
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5 things you need to know about 
contract cheating 
Across the education landscape, students, educators and researchers like you are working hard 
to combat academic dishonesty. Here are five things you need to know about contract cheating 
that will hopefully inspire action:

1. Essay cheating is on the rise 

Contract cheating is increasing at a conspicuous rate, 

according to data that represents approximately 31 

million students worldwide. These numbers illustrate 

how the threat of contract cheating is global and cannot 

be ignored (Science Daily, 2018).

2. Social media is an active 
recruiting tool 

Twitter, like many social media channels, allows essay 

mills unfettered access to at-risk students by creating a 

falsely secure channel for introductions. A student can 

post a casual “I’m so stressed! I’d do anything to finish 

this paper!” to which a contract writer can simply reply: 

“DM me! I can help!” By granting access, students then 

open themselves up to exploitation (Quintana, 2018).

3. YouTube influencers are  
enabling it

In addition to the stress already bombarding individuals 

at the secondary and higher education level, well-known 

online personalities are now being hired by essay mills 

to prey upon the insecurities and anxieties of students 

(Bernard, 2018).

4. Universities are cracking down 

Institutions across Europe are starting to take action. 

Administrations feel that the essay mills themselves 

need to be held accountable for misleading students and 

they’re eager to disrupt (and ultimately eliminate) this 

unethical industry (Smith, 2018).

5. Students could face criminal 
prosecution 

Whether they realise it or not, students involved in 

contract cheating may also be committing criminal 

offences and could be found responsible for serious 

crimes like fraud or forgery (Steel, 2017). The practice 

of contract cheating will persist unless institutions, 

educators, students and industry partners unite to take 

action.
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3 ways essay mills make it 
easy to buy an essay 
Students and educators around the world know that contract cheating is a growing reality on our modern campuses. 

Sometimes known as ghostwriting, contract cheating is when individuals engage a third-party or service to complete 

their assignment or exam. At high schools and universities worldwide, students can log onto a variety of essay mill 

sites, offer exact details on the nuances of their assignment (including the number of pages and citations required) 

and the due date, then receive a guarantee that the paper will arrive on time once payment is confirmed.

Daphne Taras, the Dean of the Ted Rogers School of Management at Ryerson University, addresses the severity of 

contract cheating in her recent article, emphasising that “this is a serious industry that operates in the shadows, and 

it is a threat to our own industry of advanced education” (Taras 2018).  As the grim implications of contract cheating 

on campuses worldwide increase, it is essential for students and educators alike to understand the practices that 

make these industries thrive and what they can do to combat them.
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Here are three ways 
essay mills make it easy 
to buy an essay online:

1. Reaching students at the  
right time: 

Essay mills understand that students feel the greatest 

pressure at the middle and end of their semesters. These 

businesses have learned that a student with a looming 

deadline is more likely to succumb to the temptation of 

contract cheating than one at the beginning of a term. 

Essay writing businesses target students with advertising 

and discounts on a specific schedule, often with a 

countdown clock that reminds students of a term’s 

impending end. Vulnerable individuals at the end of a 

stressful semester are likely to receive a well-timed email 

or pop-up ad to order a paper “just in time”.

Recently, the BBC discovered that prominent YouTube 

stars were encouraging students to purchase essays 

from online businesses on their channels (BBC, 2018). 

Essay mills have also started crafting entire networks of 

potential essay sites (or “client sites”) to give students 

the sense that they are shopping for the best match 

when really there is one master essay business at the 

core. Cath Ellis, the Associate Dean of Education in the 

Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences at UNSW, Sydney, has 

conducted extensive research in the area of contract 

cheating and discovered that “several of these ‘client 

sites’ were connected together into one business. 

This gives potential clients an illusion of choice while 

maximising market share for the academic custom 

writing business” (Ellis, 2018).
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2. Offering a “professional” and 
personalised experience: 

The overall interaction between students and essay 

mills often feels like a business transaction. These 

businesses strive to provide a “professional” experience 

for students in place of a nefarious one, which helps 

to eliminate any lingering student anxiety. Daphne 

Taras, from Ryerson University in Toronto, Canada, 

experienced the savviness of the essay-writing business 

first-hand.

Using a false student name, Taras explored what it 

meant to be a student purchasing an essay online for 

a higher education class. During her experience, she 

received an actual telephone call from the business 

itself. The person on the other end of the line assured 

Taras that “they are a legitimate service, and capable 

of doing the work that is required.” Just days after 

confirming her order, she noticed that her credit card 

statement had a different, benign name of the business 

in the statement.

No red flags would be raised by a parent reviewing 

their student’s credit card bills, which would ensure that 

the business transaction between the student and the 

essay mill remained private. Some essay mill sites have 

even gone as far as to post the logos of top universities 

in their region without permission, claiming that 

“students from these institutions buy their essays from 

us!” This misleading personalisation is meant to create 

the connection essay businesses need with students to 

make their sale.

3. Following up with perseverance: 

Essay mills earn money by attracting loyal customers. 

The more they can develop an ongoing relationship with 

students worldwide, the more essays they are able to 

peddle. By personalising the experience and relentlessly 

following up, they can often guarantee repeat customers.

After a student purchases one essay and the business 

has their contact information, an essay mill will often 

check in with that student at key points during the 

academic school year. They might offer discount codes 

for new orders, coupled with light-hearted graphics. 

Susceptible students in the throes of midterm madness 

might be cheered by a colourful image, promising to 

resolve their woes.

In the end, essay mills have learned to meet the very 

particular, seasonal needs of students and have 

seamlessly adapted to new technologies, reaching 

potential and repeat customers through online 

advertising, emails and even phone calls. It’s clear that 

students and educators alike need to understand the 

strategies that have helped this industry to grow and 

continue to find ways to fight back against the threat that 

is contract cheating.
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A student’s perspective on 
contract cheating
By Whitney Boswell
Whitney Boswell is a Junior at the University of California, 

Santa Barbara. She’s majoring in cultural anthropology and 

interned on the Turnitin Marketing team in the summer of 

2018. In this post, she offers her perspective on the rising 

problem of contract cheating, a behaviour that she has 

witnessed first-hand. While she empathises with students 

who may be tempted to outsource their assignments, 

she ultimately makes an argument for the value of 

authentic writing.

It’s easy for students these days to feel like they are 

drowning in tasks. College, and even high school 

workloads, can be completely overwhelming, and I have 

often felt like it is impossible for me to succeed.

Picture this: it’s 3 am. You’re sitting alone at a large 

table on the second floor of your university’s library, 

surrounded by piles of papers and textbooks so thick 

that you can no longer see the table. You are feeling a 

mixture of exhaustion, dread, panic and fear. 

You have a final essay due in 5 hours, and you aren’t 

planning on getting any sleep. After this assignment is 

turned in, you plan to immediately work on your next 

essay on the to-do list. 

Overwhelmed? This scene is more common in an 

average college student’s life today than you might 

imagine. Modern students are feeling this extreme 

pressure because they fear the worst: if they don’t obtain 

good grades, they won’t graduate, won’t get a good job 

and won’t achieve their dreams. 

Enter: contract cheating.

By paying third parties to complete their assignments 

for them, students are able to feel more at ease knowing 

they have one less thing on their plate and a greater 

potential for a passable grade. Stressful high school and 

college environments are the ideal hunting grounds for 

contract cheating organisations. 

Targeting students at their most frazzled and vulnerable, 

these websites are strategic about both ad placement 

and content, making contract cheating look like a very 

attractive offer.

Though the majority of students do not participate in 

contract cheating, this problem still has a major effect on 

an institution’s student body as a whole. The abundance 

of contract cheating in higher education calls into 

question the validity of thousands of degrees that have 

been awarded throughout the past few years across 

hundreds of institutions. 

Did these students truly earn these degrees through 

their own hard work?

Most students spend upwards of four years working 

tirelessly to earn their degrees: paying for an expensive 

tuition, neglecting their social lives, essentially living 

at the library and pulling all-nighters, all for the sake 

of earning that coveted piece of paper. The tens of 

thousands of hours of work put in by these students can, 

in an instant, become nothing but wasted time when 

another student is able to earn the same degree by 

paying someone else to do their work. To me, this is not 

just bothersome, but clearly an injustice that has been 

ignored and avoided for too long.
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Students: Your education is a privilege. Millions of people 

around the world would give their lives for this right that 

we are lucky enough to have, and it’s time we take it 

seriously. We have the opportunity to change the world 

with this knowledge, and I see it as our responsibility to 

do so to the best of our abilities. I know that getting an 

education is not always easy but asking for help when we 

feel the most defeated is the bravest and most rewarding 

strategy for success. Use the resources gifted to you: 

professors, TA’s, tutors, mental health centres and so 

many more. By utilising this support, we can take charge 

of our education and set ourselves up for successful and 

happy experiences in school.

Parents: Whether or not you realise it, your child is likely 

being affected by the issue of contract cheating. Support 

them in every way you can; by being understanding and 

empathetic, you can show your children that you believe 

in them, even when they don’t believe in themselves.

Educators: You have the immeasurably important job of 

educating the youth that will one day be our scientists, 

our nurses, our teachers and our leaders. Make your 

classroom and your office a safe space for questions, and 

let your students know it’s ok to not always understand. 

The resources and environment you create for your 

students will be critical in shaping their educational 

experience; so make it count.

High school and university are never easy journeys, 

and no one makes it through without their fair share of 

scrapes and bruises. However, with the right resources, a 

strong support system and a little bit of self-confidence, 

we can come out the other side with a wealth of new 

knowledge, ready to take on the world. It’s important to 

remember when contract cheating seems like the only 

option: you’re only cheating yourself.

Tuition is more than just paying for a seat in a lecture hall and a grade 
at the end of the semester. Don’t just pay for the grade: truly invest in 
the knowledge and in your own future.
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Why is student authorial voice 
important to academic integrity?
“Every person has a unique voice.” 

One instructor, when met with dubious looks from her students after sharing the above 
statement, pointed out that if they generated a transcript of their class discussion, you could 
remove the speech tags and know absolutely who was saying what. Every student could be 
identifiable based solely on what they said and how they said it.

Student voices, likewise, can be translated from speech 

to formal and informal writing, every student has an 

authorial voice that distinguishes their written work 

from their peers. Encouraging students to embrace how 

it is they say what they want to say is critical to self-

directed learning, confidence and ultimately originality; 

furthermore, a unique authorial voice is a measure of 

that success.

Student authorial voice is defined in the 
following ways:

1. Writing with authority–being able to convince  

others with one’s own perspective on the subject 

(Nelson & Castelló, 2012).

2. Writing with authenticity, consistent with the  

author’s own diction and relationship to the  

audience at hand (Humphrey, et al., 2013).

Mastering voice is an essential goal of learning, one that 

demonstrates a student’s understanding of originality. 

Once a student masters their authorial voice, they will 

have an increased capacity to learn and understand 

any subject which they are discussing in their writing, 

encouraging further self-directed learning, because 

forming unique ideas and thoughts is a core component 

of voice-and thus, further scaffolding to learn.

So, how is such an authorial voice nurtured?

Sometimes, the first step in developing voice is helping 

students to identify and recognise how voices differ 

among their peers, like in the example above. In a 

group chat, they can often recognise who has said what, 

without looking at the names, but how can that be 

extrapolated into formal writing? One idea might be to 

give students a section of text to paraphrase and then 

compare their work with their classmates to see how 

each individual voice comes through.

According to Education World, student voice “must be 

nourished, encouraged and explored” (Lambert, n.d.).

Nourishment begins with setting expectations for 

learning, and helping students to understand that these 

expectations can be achieved. Educators must provide 

scaffolding through learning milestones and consistent 

encouragement, as well as offer support via technology 

that embraces this pedagogical journey.
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Helping students to realise that their own voices matter is also a core component of plagiarism prevention. In their 

research, UK educators Elander, Pittam, Lusher, Fox and Payne examined the impact of educator interventions on 

academic integrity. “Intervention,” they said, “led to significantly increased confidence in writing, understanding of 

authorship and knowledge to avoid plagiarism” (Elander, et al., 2010). 

Here’s an example of what happens when students don’t think their ideas matter and 
when they feel unheard. John Royce shares an anecdote from John Schrock:

To avoid plagiarism, some believe that all you have to do is change enough words so there are never seven or more 

in a row that match other work.

“Why not put quotes around all the sentences that are from other people, and then put their names 

in parentheses at the end of the sentence?” I asked.

“Oh, I know all about that,” she said. “My whole thesis will be in quotes.”

“Didn’t you add some ideas yourself?” (I really wanted to help.) [sic]

“No. We are just students. How can we come up with new ideas? Those people get Nobel Prizes. 

Everything in here I got from the books and articles I read” (Schrock, 2013).

John Shrock:

Student:

John Shrock:

Student:

Focusing on ideas and questions can nurture a student’s 

unique perspective. It’s important for students to 

question what they’ve learned and for educators to help 

them explore original thinking, in order to understand 

that their own ideas matter.

In remote learning, feedback may be where student-

teaching interaction most consistently occurs and thus 

is critical to student learning success (Johnson, 2020). 

Feedback from their instructor helps students to feel 

seen and supported, bolstering student confidence and 

academic integrity. All this helps with student motivation, 

which helps make a student’s relationship to learning 

and academic integrity a positive one.

Additionally, many instructors choose technology to 

support the student journey towards developing  

voice-and it’s important to choose technology that offers 

immediate similarity feedback and multiple points 

of review. Turnitin’s suite of products helps students 

throughout their writing process, from inception and 

drafting to the final submission, all while ensuring their 

work is original and true to their perspective and voice, 

whether implemented in person or in a remote learning 

setting. When coupled with a powerful curriculum, 

purposeful learning tools push students towards a 

deeper awareness of originality and integrity.

It’s important to prevent plagiarism for a myriad of 

reasons, but most of all, to ensure students know that 

what they have to say as individuals, matters. When 

students discover their authorial voice, they reach a new 

level of skill and understanding in their writing, which in 

turn helps them to develop greater comprehension of 

the topics about which they are writing. This confidence 

and cognisance further strengthen their authorial voices, 

thus creating a self-sustaining cycle of learning and true 

academic growth.
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Look for the helpers in the battle 
against contract cheating 
(And how you can be a helper, too)
Fred Rogers once said-when there is a crisis, don’t lose hope: “look for the helpers” (Schulten, 2017). Looking to helpers as 

models and sources of inspiration is a way to find direction and meaning. In the world of academic integrity, too, it’s easy 

to note the things that go wrong and to overlook progress and victories. It’s easy to get discouraged.

The battle against “contract cheating” (a term originated by Thomas Lancaster and Robert Clarke of Birmingham City 

University in a 2006 study), is buoyed by academic research. Lancaster and Clarke recognised contract cheating as the 

“successor to pure plagiarism,” and their initial work laid the foundation for continued research.
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At the forefront of research today are Tracey Bretag 

(Director of Integrity, University of South Australia 

Business School) and Cath Ellis (Associate Dean of 

Education, Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences, UNSW 

Sydney). They’ve tirelessly pioneered research on 

contract cheating, responsible for raising awareness and 

driving action against contract cheating. Resulting actions 

are measurable: they include legislation against contract 

cheating in Australia, The Republic of Ireland and New 

Zealand. 

Bretag and Ellis’s accomplishments include:

• Founding the International Journal for Educational 

Integrity in 2005

• Editing the Handbook of Academic Integrity

• Leading several large national research projects, 

funded by the Australian Office for Teaching and 

Learning, the most recent of which is Contract 

Cheating and Assessment Design: Exploring the 

Connection

• Collectively publishing over 60 refereed academic 

journal articles

This year, they were named by Times Higher Education 

as People of the Year: Who Mattered in Higher Education 

in 2019.

Their recognition is well deserved. And we applaud them.

How can we follow in their footsteps and become 

helpers, too? Because each of us can make a positive 

change in either incremental or disruptive ways.
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1. One of the ways educators can help is to identify tell-tale signs  
of unoriginal work in student assignments:

• Referencing and citation irregularities

• Differences in student diction (such as different regional idioms) and voice

• The assignment does not answer the question - or sounds dated

• Irregularities across student work history (which includes error patterns or grammar usage patterns)

• Few references to ideas presented in class (Cook, 2018)

• Multiple references pointing to a single resource

• Perfect referencing but not in the format you’ve assigned

• Document metadata reveals inconsistencies-e.g., the author of the document isn’t the student

• Shallow, formulaic structured content

2. Educating yourself and your students bolsters your ability to  
make change:

• When something doesn’t feel right about a student’s assignment submission, engage in an open discussion  

with the student

• Discuss the goals behind assessment-why assessment is meaningful to students and to instructors

• Teach students the benefits of integrity by having conversations about academic integrity (Rogerson, 2017)

3. Educators can become helpers by actively engaging in prevention:

• Include an academic integrity statement on your syllabus that addresses and defines contract cheating

• Allow for late assignments so as to mitigate last-minute panic for students

• Multiple drafts with formative feedback provide a chain of communication and documentation of original writing

• Support academic buoyancy in students to help them make healthier decisions under pressure (Martin & Marsh, 

2008)

• Consider assessment design

• Essay mills want run-of-the-mill assessments that they can turn out with minimal effort. Essay mills don’t 

usually like obscure assignments that require higher level thinking

• Provide a mix of different kinds of assessments and include in-class supervised assessment

• Have students write proposals of written assignments, as well as interim drafts
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 Uphold academic integrity

 Empower educators with insight

 Guide students to higher-quality academic writing

There is a new standard 
in academic integrity
Turnitin Originality rises above similarity checking, addresses new and emerging trends 
in misconduct and keeps integrity at the core of all student work.
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