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Introduction 
 
Music is a great way for graduate students to enhance a video or presentation, but 
using music in these circumstances isn’t as easy as it may sound. Copyright 
infringement of music is very common today, largely due to the advancement and 
popularity of the internet. Popular songs heard on the radio, for example, can easily 
be found on websites like YouTube to be listened to at no cost, or so it seems. There 
are big costs for the person who infringes a copyright, including lawsuits that result 
in destruction of the material, large fines, and possible jail time (Copyright 
Exceptions). 
 
Graduate students are very busy individuals who have a lot at stake - their integrity, 
their reputation, their degree, and their future career. Hindering these things because 
of a lack of knowledge about copyright is the last thing a graduate student needs to 
encounter. 
 
There are many resources available online regarding the use of copyrighted music, 
but they’re often either too brief or extremely thorough, making them difficult to 
comprehend. ‘A Graduate Student’s Guide to Copyrighted Music’ was designed as a 
resource to help graduate students quickly review whether or not they have 
permission to use a copyrighted song in their academic work.  
 
This guide includes a checklist of things that must be considered before using a 
copyrighted song, and a brief explanation of each checkpoint. Additionally, the guide 
presents common misunderstandings among students about copyright protection 
and various alternatives for music that does not break copyright laws. 
 
The intent for this guide is that it will help graduate students decide whether or not 
they can use certain music in the academic realm without risking copyright 
infringement. Enjoy! 
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Checklist 
In order to avoid copyright infringement, at least one the following statements must 
be checked off about the music you plan to use. The more items you can check off of 

this list, the safer you are to use that material. 
 

❏ This music is being used for non-profit, educational purposes, and not for 
entertainment purposes. 
Under Fair Use, exceptions can be made to use copyrighted music if the 
purpose is for preservation, scholarship, or research. Using copyrighted music 
for entertainment or commercial purposes requires a license (Copyright Law of 
the United States, 2011). 
 

❏ This music is under the creative commons.  
What is the Creative Commons? According to their website, the Creative 
Commons (CC) provides music and other tools that consumers have been 
granted permission to use (Creative Commons). The CC claims that their 
“licenses allow those works to be shared and re-used under terms that are 
flexible and legally sound,” (Noyes, 2012). 
 

❏ I have a license to use this music because I have contacted respective 
personnel and they have given me permission to use the music.  
You must obtain both a Master Use License from the record label and a 
Synchronization License from the music publisher in order to have the rights 
to use the music. Having a Master Use License gives you the “right to 
reproduce a specific recording of a song in your film,” and a Synchronization 
License is “the right to synchronize a song or a piece of music with your visual 
image” and can be obtained by speaking with the publisher, who can be 
discovered using resources such as www.ascap.com/ace (How to Acquire Music 
for Films). 

 
❏ This music is older than 93 years (in 2015).  

“Musical Works published with a valid Copyright Notice of 1922 or earlier are 
in the public domain in the United States” (Copyright Law of the United 
States, 2011). 
 

❏ A very small portion of this music is being used and it is not the bulk of 
the presented work. 
According to YouTube’s copyright page, which is designed to help users 
understand the matter, using small amounts of a song is a better bet than 
using longer amounts of the song. This is a step that is only considered 
copyright infringement on a case-by-case basis (What Is Copyright?).  
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Common Misunderstandings 

Listed below are frequent arguments made when defending the use of copyrighted 
material(s). It is important to understand why the following reasons do not permit 

the use of copyrighted material without obtaining the appropriate permissions. 
 

1. “I purchased this music on an album or in an online music store such as 
iTunes or Google Play.” 
Paying for music only gives you the rights to possess and listen to it, not to 
repurpose it in your own work (What Is Copyright?).  
 

2. “I’m not making money off of this music.” 
Making money off of someone else’s music is frowned upon, but even if you 
aren’t making money off of it, by using it, you are still hindering the artist's 
ability to make money off of it (Smith, 2015). 
 

3. “I found this music on the internet, which is a public source.” 
Public sources, such as the internet, are not considered public domain. Public 
domain is anything that is not covered by copyright law (Copyright and the 
Public Domain, 2015). Musical works can fall into the public domain after a 
certain length of time. 
 

4. “I noted in my presentation that I have no rights to the music and did not 
intend to violate copyright laws.” 
Simply stating this does not exempt you from abiding by copyright law. You 
must have followed one or more of the criteria in the “Checklist” section of 
this guide to properly use copyrighted material (What Is Copyright?). 
 

5. “I gave credit to the artist while using their music in my presentation.” 
While giving credit to the original artist is good practice, similar to #4, this 
does not mean you have not broken copyright laws by using their work. 
 

6. “I have seen other people use this music for similar purposes.” 
Just because someone else uses the music does not mean you can. This person 
may have obtained permission to use the music in the way they did, or this 
person could be breaking the law. Think about it: just because you may know 
someone who has driven drunk, does not mean you should too.  
 

7. “I contacted the owner of the copyright and they have not responded.” 
Someone’s failure to respond to you does not grant you permission to use 
their music. It is best to assume that you do not have the right to use their 
music until otherwise notified.  
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Alternative Sources for Music 

The following resources allow you to use music and sounds in your presentations 
with little to no cost and no risk of copyright infringement.  

 
● You! Create your own music. 

If it is your creation, then you have all of the rights to it. This is the easiest 
way to avoid copyright infringement. 

 
● Creative Commons (CC) 

creativecommons.org 
CC is a great resource for sharing your work with others for them to use, and 
for finding work that others have granted permission for you to use. 
 

● Royalty Free Music 
premiumbeat.com | audioblocks.com | incompetech.com | DanoSongs.com 
What does royalty free mean? 
According to a post on Premium Beat’s blog “TheBeat,” royalty free music is “a 
type of music licensing that allows the purchaser to pay for the music license 
only once and to use the music for as long as desired” (What is Royalty Free 
Music?, 2011). 
 

● YouTube’s Audio Library 
youtube.com/audiolibrary/music 
Youtube provides a selection of free music that you can use in your videos 
with no strings attached. 
 

 

“When in doubt, 
leave it out!” 

- Andy Smith, Reelseo.com 
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