
The training of patent attorneys 
 
Research into Foundation Level provision: taught and examination only 
 
During late 2014, IPReg commissioned research to inform its thinking about the different routes to 
accreditation for trainee patent attorneys. The final report was received during Summer 2015.  This 
paper provides the background and context leading to IPReg commissioning the research, and 
outlines the report’s scope and findings.  It complements the research report of over 30 pages and is 
intended to assist the reader by providing further profession-focused context. 
 
The 2002 Sherr review of the education, training and examinations for the Chartered Institute of 
Patent Agents (CIPA) and the Institute of Trade Mark Attorneys (ITMA) had both previously found 
severe problems with the examinations and training systems for patent and trade mark attorneys. 
Sherr recommended that the running and setting up of the Foundation level exams should be passed 
to Higher Education institutions providing Foundation courses. The ITMA accepted this 
recommendation and the exam-only route ceased. The CIPA continued to offer regulated taught 
provision and an exam-only route. 
 
IPReg’s responsibilities as the profession’s regulator include a commitment to ensuring access to the 
profession for all those who can meet its standards, and working to remove barriers to such access.  
This runs alongside its strong obligations to ensure protection of the public, that those admitted to its 
register have had the benefit of high quality education and training, and importantly, that such 
provision is keeping up with the fast pace of developments in professional education.   
 
Regardless of route to the profession, IPReg must be able to assure consistency.  Without the 
mechanism of professional body accreditation of HE provision, ie the taught element, this is difficult.  
In line with other professional, statutory and regulatory bodies (PSRBs), IPReg can be assured about 
the teaching and assessment processes in HE (including the PEB) as these are assessed independently 
by the national Qualification Assurance Agency (QAA).  The exam-only route does not at present have 
any such QAA monitoring of what training the trainees may receive or what is taught.  Further, the 
exam-only system for patent attorneys is an outlier compared to other legal professions. 
 
Therefore, in 2014 IPReg consulted with the profession about proposals to end the ‘exam-only’ route. 
The proposals centred on simplifying and modernising the examination system for qualification as a 
patent attorney.  
 
There was a high volume of responses to the consultation and a range of views expressed.  IPReg was 
encouraging to see the high level of interest amongst the IP profession for matters related to its 
training arrangements.   
 
IPReg was also aware of the fast pace of change in the ‘training for professionals’ landscape, and 
Government is increasingly seeking assurance about the quality of HE/postgraduate provision, 
frequently referred to as ‘putting students/learners at the heart of the system’. Therefore the IPReg 
Board decided it needed some expert thinking on the matter.  Under the auspices of the IPReg 
Education, Qualifications, Conduct and Disciplinary Committtee (EQCD), IPReg commissioned the 
Institute of Education to undertake research that would inform its thinking about next steps.  The 
institute of Education1 has a strong track record in the sphere of lifelong learning, education for the 
professions and professional development.  
 

                                                      
1 Since the research was commissioned, IOE merged with UCL, University College London 



The research comprised a literature review and covered the following broad areas: 
 
a. Learning in professional education, which, as the research stresses, is inextricably bound up with 
assessment. The report describes the relationship between assessment, the process of learning and 
the different approaches that students may take in their learning.  It identifies how the type of 
assessment drives the depth of learning, and that assessment is a vehicle to stimulate learning.  
Assessment can also foster learning into the world of practice beyond the end of a programme of 
study. 
 
b. Methods to encourage ‘deep’ learning’ such as conceptual learning or the practical application of 
factual learning, rather than a mechanical approach or rote-learning are described.  Student-centred 
approaches, lectures that facilitate understanding and promoting higher levels of thinking, and small 
group work where students are expected to engage in critical discussions about learning topics, 
problem cases, or projects, are increasingly adopted to enhance students' collaborative skills, 
independence, motivation, and critical thinking. 
 
c. Developments in professional education: the report describes the expectation now for diverse 
learning events, and greater emphasis on on-going (formative) assessment and critical reflection. 
 
d. Feedback as a dialogue and its inherent part of the teaching and learning process, enabling learners 
to hear clarifications of assessment aims and criteria, and to identify their own progress and develop. 
 
e. Online learning, its perceived advantages, and comparisons of online and face-to-face learning.  
 
f. Emerging themes and issues.   
 
IPReg’s Board has welcomed the report and, in view of its breadth and depth, has agreed that it 
should take time to digest the findings before taking further decisions about the future of the exam-
only route.       
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