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copyright - 

the invisible shield

Guidance notes for students 

COPYRIGHT LAW IS THERE TO 
PROTECT YOU. SO LOOK AFTER 
YOUR OWN WORK AND RESPECT 

OTHER PEOPLE’S... 

copyright - 

the invisible shield
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Copyright - The Invisible Shield
Guidance Notes for Students

 
Your writing is your property. Probably you say to your teacher or to the grown 
ups at home: ‘This is my story. Would you like to read it?’ Well, you are right. If you 
have written it, it is yours. Words which you have written belong to you as much as 
your shoes or pencil case do. That is the law. If you’ve written the words they are 
yours. And you have rights over them. You can, for example, refuse to allow your 
work to be published in the school magazine (although very few children would!). If 
a teacher wants to make a photocopy of your story, one each for every child in the 
class perhaps, he or she has to ask your permission. You own the copyright in your 
work – the right to copy it. Just as you might give away your toys or clothes, you 
can give away your copyright. Laws about copyright are there to protect the rights of 
writers.

 
The law protects writers of books, magazine articles and web pages 
too. Unless you have permission from the ‘owner’ of a piece of writing, you must 
not photocopy or scan it so that you can show it to lots of other people. Words in 
books 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 owner of the 
words the copyright holder. 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?

activity: Find out (if you don’t know) who wrote the following  
books: The Iron Man, The Snowman, Meg and Mog, The Tale  
of Peter Rabbit, Skellig, The Castle of Adventure.

Some adults work in offices and shops. Some are  
teachers or doctors. Some drive buses, trains or lorries.

ACTIVITY: Work with a partner and see how many  
grown up jobs or careers you can think of in two minutes.

Writers are paid for their writing. A baker produces  
bread. A car manufacturer produces cars. A writer produces  
words. If their books and other writing are taken, used and  
not paid for writers lose out. What would you do if people  
kept taking something you had produced and not paying  
you? Would you stop producing it? Imagine a world  
without new books being written!

ACTIVITY: What effect would it have on you, your life and your  
education if there were no books? Discuss this with a 
partner.

WHEN YOU 
WRITE A STORY OR 

A POEM, WHO DOES 
IT BELONG TO?

SO WHO OWNS 
WRITING IN BOOKS 

AND SO ON?

HOW DO ADULTS 
EARN THEIR MONEY?

WELL, HOW DO 
PROFESSIONAL WRITERS 
SUCH AS J K ROWLING, 
LAUREN CHILD OR PHILIP 

PULLMAN EARN 
THEIR MONEY?
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WHAT ABOUT THE 
COPYRIGHT SIGN?

DOES THIS MEAN 
YOU CAN’T COPY EVEN 

A FEW WORDS?

BUT TEACHERS OFTEN 
GIVE US PAGES THEY’VE 
COPIED FROM BOOKS. 

ARE THEY BREAKING 
THE LAW?

SURELY IF SOMEONE 
GIVES ME A BOOK FOR MY 

BIRTHDAY IT’S MINE TO 
DO AS I LIKE WITH?

 
No. When you buy (or have bought for you) a book - or a magazine or 
newspaper - you become the owner of the paper and the ink. That’s all. 
You do not own the words. All you have bought is 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!

activity: Find out who owns the copyright in Peter Pan by J.M. Barrie. 
It’s a very unusual case and a lovely story.

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. 
© is the symbol for copyright. It tells you who owns the copyright. And it reminds 
you it isn’t you. Writing is copyright-protected even without the © symbol. So you 
cannot say ‘There was no © on it so I though it was OK to copy it.’ If you don’t have 
permission you are still stealing.

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

No, it doesn’t mean quite that. If you are writing, say, a book review, you 
can legally quote someone else’s words. 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. Suppose, for 
example, you are going to read aloud in assembly a page from a book you or the 
school owns, if it's more convenient to have the page on a sheet of paper than 
holding the whole book you can photocopy it. That is because the copy is for your 
own use and you - or the school - have bought the book. 

activity: Look at any poetry anthology – a collection of poems by different writers 
including recent ones. Somewhere in the book – usually at the back – is a list of the 
poets and publishers who hold the copyright in the poems. They are being thanked 
because they have given permission for their words to be reproduced.

Teachers sometimes buy books of worksheets which they are allowed 
to copy. Sometimes there is also a CD so that teachers can put work on 
whiteboards for their class. They have been charged an extra high price fro the 
right to do this.These books are called ‘photocopiable resources’. It is still, of 
course, strictly against the law to reproduce and distribute a resource which is 
NOT marked ‘photocopiable’ without the permission of the copyright holder.

activity: Ask your teacher if the school owns any purchased files of 
photocopiable resources – or CDs with material which comes with 
permission to reproduce.
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SO WHAT LAWS 
CONTROL ALL THIS?

DOES COPYRIGHT 
 IN WRITING LAST  

FOR EVER?

IF COPYRIGHT IS SO 
 IMPORTANT WHY AREN’T 

WE TAUGHT MORE ABOUT 
IT IN SCHOOL?

SO HOW DO YOU 
GET PERMISSION?

 
The very first acknowledgement that words belong to someone came in 
1709 - over 300 years ago. But the 1709 law was not a proper law. It was really 
just a recommendation to judges and nothing could be insisted upon. The first 
copyright law which had real force was passed in 1911. Today, the Act of Parliament 
which lays down 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. The law now has to cover written 
material on CDs, information published on Internet sites and podcasts of books for 
example.

ACTIVITY: Find out who owns the copyright in Peter Pan by J.M. Barrie. It’s a very 
unusual case and a lovely story.  

No. It lasts for seventy years after the writer’s death. Take the work 
of Roald Dahl who wrote Charlie and the Chocolate Factory, The BFG, Fantastic Mr 
Fox and many other popular books. He died in 1990 so all his stories and poems 
will stay in copyright until 2060. John Drinkwater, a poet whose work is in many 
anthologies, died in 1937. His writing therefore lost copyright protection in 2007. 
Poet Ted Hughes, however, died in 1998 so his copyright lasts until 2068.

activity: Use the internet or reference books to work out when books written 
by these authors and poets are due to come out of copyright: Jan Mark, UA 
Fanthorpe, John Betjeman, Philippa Pearce, Walter de la Mare.

activity: Write to the authors of your favourite books. You can contact them via  
their publishers or many have websites with email contact. Ask them what they 
think about copyright.

Schools can buy a special permit - known as a licence - from the 
Copyright Licensing Agency (CLA) www.cla.co.uk If your school has done 
so there will be a large notice displayed near each photocopier. But this does NOT 
mean that you can copy a whole book or even large chunks of it. Whatever sort of 
licence your school has bought (and there are several sorts)  there are limits on 
what you are allowed to do. The licence money which CLA collects is passed to 
another organisation called the Authors’ Licensing and Collecting Society (ALCS). 
ALCS pays money twice a year to authors. That way the authors get a payment for 
their work having been copied from their books and articles.

activity: Find out about the CLA licence held by your school. 
What does it allow you and your teachers to do?

activity: Invite a speaker from an organisation such as ALCS to your school to talk  
to students about copyright – perhaps in assembly.

good question! And one we are trying to put right in this pack. At the moment 
the National Curriculum does not say that you have to learn about copyright – 
although many people think it should.

ACTIVITY: Discuss in a group how you think children should be  
taught about copyright. Should it be part of a specific subject? If so,  
which one? Which lesson are you studying this copyright awareness  
pack in, for example? Or should teachers weave it into all subjects? 


