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Copyright - 

the invisible 

shield 

Guidance notes 

for students



Imagine you’re in the cinema. Or you are watching a home DVD or a film 
you’ve downloaded. 

What is the last notice you‘re shown before the film starts? At some point there 
will be a notice to tell you that if you copy the film you are breaking the law. It 
usually boils down to a reminder that you are not allowed to make copies of the 
film for sale or show it without permission. 

The film industry calls the crime of copying films for gain piracy – a form of theft. 
Just as pirates at sea capture ships and steal cargoes so film copiers capture 
films and steal their content.

Cinema goers are asked to report anyone they suspect of piracy to the 
management. So watch out for cameras and recording equipment when you next 
go to see a film.

Don’t buy cheap dodgy DVDs from people who are not in proper shops or 
businesses either. It encourages piracy. 
 
    Producers, film companies, directors, actors  
    and all the other people involved in film-making  
    have invested money in making the film. It is  
    their property. When you go to the cinema you  
    pay only to see the film once. You have no  
    more right to it.

    When you buy a DVD you own the material it is  
    made from. You have not bought the film itself  
    which still belongs to the makers. 

    All you have paid for is the right to watch it in  
    your own home using your own equipment. You  
    must not show it to a group of friends and  
    charge them a fee.

Films first

To do:
Discuss 

film piracy 

with a pa
rtner. C

an 

you work out
 why it is 

important
?
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Who owns writing?

Writers of books, e-books, magazine articles, web 
pages and so on are protected by similar laws.
Unless you have permission from the ‘owner’ of a piece of writing you must not 

photocopy or scan it and circulate it. Words are usually owned by the person who wrote them. Sometimes they are owned by 

someone representing him or her such as a publisher. 

We call 
the ow

ner of 
the words th

e 

copyrig
ht hold

er.

If you take, and use someone else’s words you are breaking the law. 

Taking someone else’s words without permission is theft. You wouldn’t 

take someone else’s purse or mobile phone would you?
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Why does it matter? 

Writers earn their living from selling their words. 
A writer’s words are his or her ‘product’ just as much as a loaf of bread  
made by a baker or a car made by a car manufacturer belong to  
the people who made them. If their books and other writing 
are taken and not paid for writers lose out. 

If authors were to become fed up with the unfairness of this 
and stop writing there would be no new books or other forms 
of written material. Even if you now read books, in school 
or at home, only via an e-book reader or on your phone, 
writers are still protected from theft by copyright law.

To do: 
How many reasons can you think of why a world without new writing would be a bad thing?

Surely if i buy A book 

or pay for a download 

it's mine to do with as I 

like with? 
No. When you buy a book (or a magazine or newspaper) you become the owner of 
the paper and the ink – only. 

If you have paid for a download you have bought it only for use on your own device. 
It is illegal for you to share it with others – unless you lend the device itself as you 
would a book. Some sellers of downloaded books, however, allow sharing within a 
family via a limited number of devices. Or there may be a facility for you to share 
the material with others for a limited time. Schools using e-readers or downloads 
for computers can make special arrangements too.

Remember, all this is controlled by law. You – or your family or school - have not 
bought the words. You have purchased only the right to read them. The words still 
belong to the author – or sometimes to the publisher or someone else to whom 
the author has given the copyright.

The important thing to remember is that they do not belong to you!

To do: 

Find out 
who owns 

the copy
right in 

Peter Pan by J
.M. 

Barrie. It’
s a very

 

unusual
 case.
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So What Does Copyright Mean?

To Do:
Look in the front  of any ten books.
See for yourself who owns the copyright. 

Copyright simply means the right to make copies. Whenever you produce an essay or 

an article for the school magazine or website, the copyright becomes your property as 

the creator. Others will need to ask your permission to reproduce it. For example, your 

teacher wants to publish your brilliant GCSE English essay on Macbeth on the school 

Intranet to show other students how it should be done. Mr Johnson or Miss Clark must, 

in law, get your agreement first. You are the author. The copyright in the work belongs 

to you.

You often see © Mary Jones at the bottom of a newspaper or magazine article. And 

you see it at the front of books. See the foot of this page for example. Many websites 

clearly declare that their content is copyright protected too. © is the symbol for 

copyright. It is a clear statement to tell you who owns the copyright and to remind 

you it isn’t you. But writing is still legally copyright-protected even without the © 

symbol. So you cannot say ‘There was no © on it so I thought it was OK to copy it.’ 

If you don’t have permission you are still stealing. 

* Exceptions - Copyright law provides for a limited number of 
‘exceptions’ to the above, basic rules about seeking permission prior 
to use. The main exceptions are guided by fairness principles (they are 
known as ‘fair dealing’ exceptions) and allow copying of small parts 
of works for (non-commercial) research and private study, criticism/ 
reviewing and news reporting. ALCS Copyright Education Notes
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Does this mean you  

can’t quote or copy  

even a few words?
No, it doesn’t mean quite that. If you are writing a school essay you can legally 
quote someone else’s words. The same thing applies to people writing book 
reviews. But – and this is the important thing to remember – it should never be 
more than a few sentences. And you should always state clearly where you took 
it from. You can also make a copy of part of a book you have bought as long as it 
is only for your own use, e.g. for research or studying. 

If you share it with, or pass it on to, someone else you are breaking the law. 

To do
:

Look 
at any

 poetr
y anth

ology 
-  

a coll
ection

 of po
ems by d

ifferen
t 

writers 
includ

ing re
cent o

nes.

Somewhere 
in the

 book
 - usu

ally a
t 

the ba
ck - is

 a list
 of th

e poe
ts and

 

publis
hers w

ho ho
ld the

 copy
right i

n 

the po
ems. They a

re be
ing th

anked
 

becau
se the

y hav
e give

n per
mission

 

for th
eir words t

o be 
reprod

uced.

The sa
me app

lies to
 fictio

n boo
ks 

which q
uote, 

for ex
ample, fr

om a 

poem
 or so

ng, or
 English

 textb
ooks 

which c
arry e

xtract
s from

 book
s for 

stude
nts to

 study
. 

Get into
 the h

abit o
f notic

ing w
ho  

the co
pyrigh

t hold
er is.
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But teachers often give 

us pages they’ve copied 

from books. Are they 

breaking the law?

To do: 
Ask your teacher if the school owns any 

purchased files of photocopiable resources 

- or CDs with material which comes with 

permission to reproduce. Read carefully  

the statement on it about copyright.

Some textbooks and books of loose-leaf files for teachers have some (or all) pages marked ‘photocopiable’. Often these are activity sheets intended for the teacher to distribute to a class. 
Many books – the new RSC Shakespeare Toolkit for Teachers, (Methuen Drama) for example, come with an accompanying CD. That means that the teachers can show the content of the book/CD to the class using an electronic white board. Such resources usually cost much more than ordinary books – perhaps £50 to £100 rather than £10. That is because the purchaser of the book has bought the right to copy part of it. So that is included in the high price.
Part of the price eventually goes to the author. 
It is still, of course, strictly against the law to reproduce and distribute resources which are not marked ‘photocopiable’ without the permission  
of the copyright holder.
And what about all that stuff teachers take from websites and show us on electronic white boards in class?
Some websites allow teachers to use a small section (about 5% or one chapter) of their content on whiteboards – with permission, and we’ll see in a minute how you get that permission.

* Exceptions - Copyright law provides for a limited number of 
‘exceptions’ to the above, basic rules about seeking permission prior 
to use. The main exceptions are guided by fairness principles (they are 
known as ‘fair dealing’ exceptions) and allow copying of small parts 
of works for (non-commercial) research and private study, criticism/ 
reviewing and news reporting. ALCS Copyright Education Notes
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So what laws  

control all this?

The very first acknowledgement that words belong to  
someone came in 1709 – over 300 hundred years ago!

Before that anyone could steal and use anything written by  
someone else. And there was nothing anyone could do about it.  
 

How did they cope  

before that? 
 
 
With difficulty. Take Shakespeare (1564-1616), for instance. He had to 
find devious ways of stopping the theft of his work. 

For example, his actors weren’t usually given the complete text of the play 
they were working on. 

Had they had the lot they could – and probably would – have sold it to a 
rival company. Instead they were issued only with their own parts plus 
cues so they would know when to speak in the play.

That is why there are no ‘original’ copies of Shakespeare’s plays. The best 
we have is a version assembled several years after his death by two men – 
trusted friends – who had worked with Shakespeare and who probably had 
his precious handwritten versions.

To d
o: 

Find o
ut as

 much 
 

as y
ou c

an a
bout 

that 

first 
1623

 edit
ion o

f 

Shake
spea

re’s 
plays

.  
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Did copyright law  change over years?  
The 1709 law was not a proper law. It was really just a recommendation to judges known 
as a Statute. 
Writers had to wait over 200 years before their work was properly protected by a law which 
courts could enforce. The first enforceable copyright law was passed in 1911.The current Act of Parliament which governs what we may and may not do with authors’ 
words is the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act of 1988. Various extra bits - known as amendments - have been added during the last 20 years or so 
as technology has changed.  
The law now has to cover written material on CDs, information published on Internet sites 
and podcasts of books for example.
Many people argue that technology is changing too fast - the so called ‘digital revolution’ - for the law to keep up with it.

To do: 
If you are in

terested in t
he details of

 the law, look up the
 1988 

Act and its am
endments. It is av

ailable on th
e Internet at

: 

 

http://www.legislation.g
ov.uk/ukpga/

1988/48/con
tents 

To do:
Discuss in a group how new inventions such as hand-held reading 
devices onto which hundreds of 
books could be loaded and read, 
could affect writers’ copyrights. Can 
you come up with any solutions?

To do:
Invite yo

ur local 
MP 

into scho
ol and a

sk him 

what s/he
 and his

 or 

her party
 are doin

g to 

protect w
riters’ co

pyright 

and upd
ate the l

aw.
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Does copyright 

in writing last 

for ever?

No. It lasts for seventy years after the writer’s death. 

Take the work of J D Salinger, a famous American novelist, for example. His best known 
book A Catcher in the Rye was published in 1951. The author died in January 2010. So A 
Catcher in the Rye and Salinger’s other titles  
will remain in copyright until 2080.

John Drinkwater, a poet whose work is in many  
anthologies, died in 1937. His writing therefore  
lost copyright protection in 2007. Another poet,  
W B Yeats, died in 1939, so the copyright in  
his work expired in 2009. Poet Ted Hughes,  
however, died in 1998 so his copyright lasts  
until 2068.

To do: 
Find out how the law governing copyright in 

recorded music is different from laws affecting writers.

Use the internet or reference books to work out when books written  
by these authors and poets are due to come out of copyright:

Roald Dahl 
UA Fanthorpe 
John Betjeman 
Philippa Pearce 
Robert Westall 
George Orwell 
Maya Angelou 
Terry Pratchett 
Ruth Rendell

To do: 
Write to the aut

hors of your f
avourite 

books. You can contac
t them via their 

publishers or 
many have websites 

with email contact. Ask for their vie
ws 

on, and feelin
gs about, cop

yright.
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So how do you get permission?

Schools can buy a licence from the Copyright Licensing Agency 
(CLA) www.cla.co.uk

If it has done so there will be a large notice displayed near  
each photocopier. 

The CLA sells licences to organisations so that they may copy 
articles and extracts from books, journals and magazines. 

There are several levels of licence at different prices. These vary 
according to the size of the organisation and its needs. 

Whatever the level the licence always comes with  
restrictions. The licences will never allow you to copy a whole 
book, for example. 

And copies made may be used only within the organisation which 
purchased the licence. Of course, it is still illegal to sell the copies 
or even to pass them on to, say, another school. 

The licence money, for writers, is collected from CLA by the 
Authors’ Licensing and Collecting Society (ALCS).

ALCS distributes money twice a year to authors. That way the 
authors get a payment for their work having been copied from 
their books and articles. 

Almost all schools also hold an Educational Recording Agency 
(ERA) licence which allows teachers to use the extracts from 
films, TV programmes and so on, This includes the use of 
facilities such as the BBC iPlayer in schools. ALCS then ensures 
that writers of scripts are paid a share of the money raised from 
the sale of ERA licences.

So there
 are di

fferent 
kinds o

f 

licence
 and it

 is very
 important

 that 

every s
chool s

hould h
old all 

the 

approp
riate on

es and
 every 

teache
r 

and stu
dent sh

ould kn
ow exactl

y 

what the
 purcha

sed lice
nses e

ntitles 

them to do.
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