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Understanding copyright when external photographers or media visit your school

Welcome to our first newsletter for 2025! 

Schools often hold performances, fetes and other special events as a way of connecting with their local communities and celebrating the achievements of their students. As part of this, schools may invite external photographers or media to capture these events.  

Whether it’s a journalist from the local paper invited to photograph students or staff, or a freelance photographer who has been engaged to document a school event, it is important to understand how copyright works in these situations, so schools feel confident about how they are allowed to use these photos after the event.  

A quick reminder on what we mean by ‘copyright’ 
Copyright gives the owner the right to control how their creative work is used and shared. In most cases, the photographer owns the copyright in the photograph they take, even if that photo was taken on school grounds, features school students or captures a school event.

If the photographer is working for a media outlet or company, the photographer’s employer may own copyright instead of the individual photographer. 

What this means is that schools cannot assume they have the right to copy or share these photos on social media posts, websites or in newsletters, unless permission has been granted, or copyright has been formally assigned to the school in writing. 

What schools should do when engaging external photographers or media 
If your school invites an external photographer to attend and photograph a school event, it’s important to ensure that whoever is arranging the photographer does the following: 

1. Obtain an assignment of copyright in the photograph(s) in writing.  
This means that the photographer (or their employer) transfers ownership of copyright in the photograph(s) to the school or administering body, which means the school and/or administering body can freely use the photograph(s).  This must be done in writing. 

2. If copyright is not assigned, ensure the school is granted a broad written permission to use the photograph(s)
This written permission should allow the school to:
a. use the photograph(s) in any way, including in school materials and on public platforms (eg newsletters, websites and social media) 
b. use the photograph(s) indefinitely. 
The NCU has template permission forms available on the Smartcopying website that schools can use and adapt to suit their needs. 

Schools should also refer to their school or department’s media and communications teams for guidance, as they may have specific processes or templates already in place.  

3.  Keep a written record of all assignments and permissions somewhere easily accessible. 
These might be kept centrally by the school’s media or administration team. It is important to retain these records indefinitely in case they are needed in future. 

Need help? 
The National Copyright Unit (NCU) is here to support schools with both the copyright assignment process and any permission arrangements you may need to make.

Additional information
The purpose of this update is to provide a summary and general overview. It is not intended to be comprehensive, nor does it constitute legal advice. If you need to know how the law applies in a particular situation, please seek specific advice from the NCU.
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