Protecting Your District’s Logo or Trademark

By Jim Camenga, Communication Specialist for Zeeland Public Schools

As communication professionals committed to spreading the good word about our school systems, we naturally delight in seeing our school mascots emblazoned on sports wear, mugs, and the mandatory stress reliever squeeze toy. The happy glow can fizzle, however, if your mascot appears on items your school system did not endorse.  The risk of this happening has increased with improvements in technology.  No longer does a hard copy rendering of your school mascot have to be delivered to a vendor. It is a simple matter of e-mailing a high resolution file of your mascot to a vendor. Who knows where it can go from there?

My eyes were opened when a coach told me she saw Zeeland Chix and Dux sportswear for sale at a large chain store. There they hung, sweatshirts and t-shirts emblazoned with exact copies of our high schools' mascots, all at markdown prices. It is the last thing a sports booster club or school store faculty advisor wants to see.

The incident prompted me to seek protection by turning to the U.S. Patent and Trademark Office at www.uspto.gov. After reading the web site's helpful Frequently Asked Questions section, I took the first step toward protecting our mascots: the addition of "TM" to our mascots' image. It's a measure that can be taken without registering your trademark.  Just make sure the artwork you are "TM"-ing is indeed yours. This means delving into the history of your mascot's creation.  Was it drawn from scratch or was it cloned from clip art?  In our case, I asked the graphic artist who created the Chix and Dux logos to add the "TM" to new master files that we could use. I also have taken these steps: 

1. I require vendors to sign a written agreement (James, please hyperlink this phrase to the accompanying “trademarkagreement.PDF” Also, email Danelle Gittus with that hyperlink URL so she can use it in her MEMO article) before they use our mascots' images.  The vendor basically agrees not to tamper with the image; to use it in a respectful way; and not to share it with a third party vendor. Once received, feel free to improve upon the wording.

2. I have instructed our staff to use only mascot images with the "TM" attached and to secure a signature on the agreement form before allowing a vendor to use our images.

Using the "TM" is a good start. It broadcasts the message, "That's mine!" However, it is not a guarantee that someone won't swipe your mascot. For ironclad protection, one needs to register for a federal trademark with the Patent Office. Once registered, you can officially use the "®" symbol. This step gives the trademark owner the power to take action in federal court over a trademark dispute.  The fee to start the process is several hundred dollars and the application can be completed online at the Patent Office web site. In my opinion, this online approach is a daunting task. If we choose to seek a federal trademark at Zeeland Public Schools, I will seek help from an attorney.
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