
A copyright protects works that are created or owned by a person or a company. These works are also known as intellectual property. Examples of these works are written material, music, movies, art, software, and inventions. Copyrights protect original ideas from being copied, used, or stolen.
It is illegal to copy video, software, pictures, text, music, Web pages, or other copyrighted work without permission. You may ask for permission to use the work from the owner or creator, who sometimes charges a fee to use the work. If you want to use something on the Internet, check the Terms of Use or Permissions page on the Web site.

Music companies and movie studios claim that file sharing over the Internet breaks copyright laws and causes great financial losses. Some companies are so upset about file sharing that they have begun to take legal action. One music industry leader said:  
We’re glad that legal action is being taken against file sharing. This should let people know that what they are doing is illegal and can be punished. When people steal songs off the Internet, they hurt many people, including the people who work hard to create and perform the music.
You usually do not need permission to use copyrighted material for teaching purposes. You can also use copyrighted materials for school projects or reports, if the project is not sold to others.  These legal uses of copyrighted material are called “fair use.”  Sometimes an owner and a user do not agree if something is fair use or not.  As one expert notes, “Generally, the main issue people worry about is whether the copyrighted material is being used in a way that denies income to the copyright holder.”  If the user does not earn any money by using the material, it is usually fair use.
Some materials or works have been around so long that the copyright no longer exists. The work is now in the public domain, which means that anyone can use the work freely without getting permission or paying a fee. If you are unsure whether a work is the public domain, consult your librarian.
You always need to give credit to your sources, even if you did not copy the work directly. If the work or material is in the public domain or covered by the fair use guidelines, you should still give credit to the owner. Without a citation, people will thing that you created the work. Using someone’s work without giving credit is called plagiarism. 
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