Intellectual property activity

Purpose:  to help students understand how intellectual property law affects them and how difficult the issues are to balance.

Advance preparation:  none

Estimated time:  10 to 30 minutes (depending on how many of the discussion questions the class addresses)
1.  Ask students how many of them know people who have “stolen” intellectual property.
2.  Help students brainstorm a list of intellectual property “crimes” they or their acquaintances may have committed.  
Examples include

· Copying  a software program onto another computer

· Downloading songs from the original Napster or a similar file-sharing program
· Compiling a cd of favorite tunes and giving it to a friend

· Sending a friend a poem without citing the author and the source where you found it
· Using someone else’s words without attributing them properly (for example copying something from a book or the web for a school paper)
· Copying a DVD

3.  Invite students to consider and discuss one or more of the following questions about intellectual property.

· Should these activities be illegal?  Why?  Why not?  

· How can software and movie companies get repaid for the costs of developing their programs if copying is allowed?

· Since you can’t buy a cd of your favorite tunes or a special mix why shouldn’t you be allowed to compile one?

· How long should a copyright last?  What about when the original author dies?  Should descendents be allowed to inherit the copyright?  
· Do rules of citation inhibit or advance the dissemination of information and knowledge?

· How do you decide when something is a violation of intellectual property?  For example, if you tried to publish a book called “Sally Potter and the World of Bogwarts” about an English orphan girl who finds out she is a witch and goes off to a magic school, where she has lots of exciting adventures and learns to play quodditch, it would be considered an infringement on J.K. Rowling’s copyright on her Harry Potter books, even if you did not actually copy a single sentence out of those books.  But at some point we have to take ideas from other books.  Where do you draw the line?   
