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To most people, investment may 
mean investing their savings in stocks 
and properties. To most companies, 
investment may mean spending part 
of their capital in research, product 
development, and equipment. What I 
am talking about today is investment in 
employees, particularly in a law firm.

In my view, investment in employees in a 
law firm is critical because it determines 
the quality of the work and the 
services provided to clients, ultimately 
determining the future of the firm. Yet 
few law firms are investing enough in 
their junior practitioners. Law firms 
usually rely on their partners, who lead 
the law practices in their firms, to train 
their junior practitioners, but partners 
are often too busy to spend a large 
amount of time to do the training.

Currently, I practice patent law with 
a focus on life sciences at Maschoff 
Brennan, a law firm located in the city 
of Irvine. A few years ago, when I first 
started to practice patent law in a law 
firm, I naively thought that having passed 
the national patent bar exam, having 
learned most of the patent laws and rules 
from books, and having a good number of 
patents of my own as a co-inventor, would 
be enough to practice with little training.  
How hard could it be to practice patent 
law? Isn’t it just following the patent laws 
and rules as they were written?

In my first week, I learned the concept 
of “billable hours” for the first time, and 
how they only accounted for a fraction of 
the hours actually spent on a task. 

In my first month, my supervisor, Dr. 
Brent Johnson, taught me important 
aspects of the patent law practice. The 
first is that we always need to try hard to 
save money for our clients so that their 
budgets can last long enough to achieve 
their company’s goals. To do this, we draft 
shorter patent applications. The second 
is that drafting a high quality patent 
application is very important, as it serves 
as a good foundation for later prosecution 
and potential litigation.  A good patent 
application should have multiple layers of 
protection built in to provide clients with 
the best legal protection possible. The 
third is to pay great attention to detail at 
all times to avoid making major mistakes. 

At the end of my first month, I realized 
that I couldn’t be fast enough to finish the 
readings, analyze relevant references, and 
draft a patent application or a response 
to an Office Action with convincing 
arguments, within most clients’ budgets. 
I had a lot to learn and more to practice.

Early on, upon review by Dr. Johnson, 
my draft patent applications and draft 
responses to Office Actions often came 

back with changes marked with many 
red lines. I was so frustrated. Dr. Johnson 
then told me that it takes a lot of practice 
to be good, and a lifetime of practice to 
be great. With that encouragement, I 
worked harder and harder, day and night, 
only to charge clients with a fraction of 
my time worked, in the hope that I could 
also become a good practitioner sooner 
rather than later. Over time, my drafts 
of patent applications and responses to 
Office Actions reviewed by Dr. Johnson 
had less and less red lines. With this, my 
confidence grew.

Today, after obtaining many patents 
for our clients, each client’s happy face 
when receiving a new patent, each Notice 
of Allowance of a patent application, 
and each convincing argument drafted 
continues to bring me much excitement 
and joy. 

Who says there is no teaching, only 
learning? I cannot imagine how, in the law 
practice, without teaching only learning, 
or without learning only teaching, a junior 
practitioner can ever improve or a law 
firm can ever be successful. I benefited so 
much from Dr. Johnson’s teachings and 
the highly valuable amount of time and 
effort he invested in me.  

My own experience is a testimony that 
training junior practitioners is highly 
beneficial to a law firm.  Then why do 
law firms not invest more in junior 
practitioners? After all, a team is only 
as strong as its weakest link. To strive 
for better and higher returns in the 
future, law firms need to invest more 
in junior practitioners today. But how? 
Training a new practitioner in patent 
law practice requires a large amount 
of time and effort, but partners have 
a very limited amount of time for this. 
It may even take a few years of training 
for the junior practitioner to become 
independent.  Shared responsibility of 
the training between partners and senior 
practitioners and a steady budget and 
support from the firms could be one 
solution to this issue. 

Just like law firms, investment in 
employees is equally important to any 
business. Yet many companies aren’t 
investing enough in their employees.  
Increasing profits by cutting costs is 
a  common strategy used by many 
successful businesses. But are you cutting 
investment in your employees as part of 
cutting costs? If so, will your employees 
continue to be highly competitive and 
highly motivated?  Would you actually be 
cutting into your profits instead? 
I wonder.

Maschoff Brennan paid for this space and 
is solely responsible for its content.
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