
Creative Commons Quick Reference Guide 

The Creative Commons license allows authors to permit use and reproduction of their work 
without detailed knowledge of the complex workings of copyright law. Traditionally, creative work 
was not automatically protected under copyright law.1 An author was required to provide 
copyright notice to avoid the forfeiture of rights. However, a series of changes to copyright law 
by the U.S. Congress in the 1970s and 1980s shifted the burden away from authors and made 
copyright restrictions the default status for all "original works of authorship fixed in any tangible 
medium of expression."2 A tangible medium could include scribbled notes or other written 
materials prepared by a teacher for a classroom.3 
 
The owner of a traditional copyright has the exclusive right to (1) reproduce the work; (2) create 
derivative works; (3) distribute the work by sale; (4) perform the work publicly; (5) display the 
work publicly; and (6) perform the work using audio transmission.4 The owner may also authorize 
others to use the work in these manners. 
 
By contrast, a creative commons license allows authors to remove limitations on how others may 
use their works. By reserving only certain rights, an author may allow someone to reproduce the 
work or create a derivative work. This is especially beneficial in an academic setting, where a 
teacher can take advantage of a commons license by creating, recreating, or adapting course 
materials and other educational resources. 
 
How to Use Creative Commons Licenses: 
 

The symbol to the left, followed by any one of the combinations below, provides sufficient 
legal notice to users on the rights retained by the author of a work. 
 

•  Attribution: The most permissive category of available commons licenses allows 
others to copy, distribute, display, and perform a copyrighted work and derivative works, 
as long as they give credit in a manner that the author chooses. An Attribution License 
allows commercial use. 

 

                                                 
1 See Edward Samuels, The Public Domain in Copyright Law, 41 J. Copyright Soc'y 137, 154-157 (1993). 
See also Creative Commons, "Cultivating the Public Domain," 
http://wiki.creativecommons.org/Cultivating_the_Public_Domain. 
2 17 U.S.C. § 102. 
3 KENNETH D. CREWS ET AL, COPYRIGHT LAW FOR LIBRARIANS AND EDUCATORS: CREATIVE STRATEGIES 
AND PRACTICAL SOLUTIONS 5-6 (2006). 
4 17 U.S.C. § 106. 



•  Attribution Share Alike: This license mirrors the Attribution License, but 
adds the requirement that works based on the author's must also be licensed under 
terms identical to that of the original work. 

 

•  Attribution No Derivatives: This license allows for commercial and non-
commercial redistribution, but does not permit any changes to the original. 

 

•  Attribution Non-commercial: Like the Attribution License, this license allows 
others to copy, distribute, display, and perform a copyrighted work or derivative, but only 
for non-commercial purposes. 

 

•  Attribution Non-commercial Share Alike: This license allows only non-
commercial use and requires any derivative work to be licensed identically to the 
original. 

 

•  Attribution Non-commercial No Derivatives: The most restrictive 
category allows attributed redistribution, but prohibits changes to the original work and 
commercial use. 


