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Intellectual Property Law 

Keywords:  means plus function; claim construction 
General:   Absence of the term “means” creates a strong presumption that 35 

U.S.C. § 112, paragraph 6 does not apply. 

Williamson v. Citrix Online, LLC 
770 F.3d 1371 (Fed. Cir. 2014) 

Decided November 5, 2014 

I. Facts 
Richard A. Williamson is the trustee for the At Home Corporation Bondholders’ 

Liquidating Trust, who owns U.S. Patent Number 6,155,840 (the ‘840 patent).  The ‘840 
patent relates to systems and methods that create a virtual classroom environment.  The 
claims include recitations of a “distributed learning” system that has three main 
components: 1) a presenter computer; 2) audience member computers; and 3) a 
distributed learning server that facilitates communication and interaction between the 
presenter and audience member computers.  Relevant claim language from independent 
claim 8 recites: 

a distributed learning control module for receiving 
communications transmitted between the presenter and the 
audience member computer systems and for relaying the 
communication to an intended receiving computer system and for 
coordinating the operation of the streaming data module.  
(Emphasis added). 

 Williamson brought a patent infringement suit against Citrix Online LLC and 
others.  The district court construed the phrases “graphical display representative of a 
classroom” and “first graphical display comprising…a classroom region” (“the 
“graphical display limitations”) from independent claims 1 and 17, respectively, as 
requiring a “pictorial map.”  The court also determined that the phrase “distributed 
learning control module” from independent claim 8 invoked 35 U.S.C. § 112, paragraph 
6 (“means-plus-function”).  The district court entered a judgment of non-infringement of 
claims 1-7 and 17-24, and invalidated claims 8-16 as indefinite because the district court 
concluded that the specification failed to provide necessary structure in accordance with 
35 U.S.C. § 112.  Williamson appealed. 

II. Issues 
1. Did the district court err in its interpretation of the claim language of 

independent claims 1 and 17? 
2. Did the district court err in finding that “distributed learning control 

module” was governed by 35 U.S.C. § 112, paragraph 6? 
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III. Discussion 
1.  Yes.  The Court concluded that the district court erred in its interpretation of 

the graphical display limitations.  The district court construed the graphical display 
limitations as requiring a “pictorial map” because the specification only discussed a 
pictorial map when referring to the graphical display.  However, the Court found that 
although the specification includes examples of the display having a “pictorial map,” it 
did not limit the display to only having the pictorial map.  The Court warned against 
importing limitations from the written description into the claims, and explained that a 
preferred embodiment discussed in the specification does not necessarily limit a claim to 
that specific embodiment. 

2.  Yes.  The Court held that 35 U.S.C. § 112, paragraph 6 did not govern the 
phrase “distributed learning control module.”  The Court first explained that there is a 
“strong” presumption against invoking means-plus-function claiming when the claim 
does not use the word “means.”  The Court stated that to overcome this presumption, “it 
must be determined that ‘skilled artisans, after reading the patent, would conclude that 
[the] claim limitation is so devoid of structure that the drafter constructively engaged in 
means-plus-function claiming.’”   

Therefore, the Court first looked to dictionaries and technical treatises to see 
whether a skilled artisan would consider “distributed learning control module,” or simply 
“module” as a term connoting structure.  The Court relied on three dictionaries (The IBM 
Dictionary of Computing, The Computer Glossary, and The Dictionary of Computing) to 
determine that the term “module” does have a structural connotation to those of ordinary 
skill in the art.  Specifically, the Court determined that persons of ordinary skill in the art 
would recognize the term “module” as a hardware or software component that performs a 
specific function. 

Second, the Court determined that the district court incorrectly invoked means-
plus-function claiming because the district court did not consider the entire phrase 
“distributed learning control module,” but rather placed undue emphasis on “module.”  
The Court asserted that the adjectival modifiers could not be ignored, and that the words 
“distributed learning control” were claimed as part of the definite structure “distributed 
learning server.” The Court concluded that such “claimed interconnections and 
intercommunications” supported the finding that one of ordinary skill in the art would 
associate the phrase “distributed learning control module” as connoting structure.   

Finally, the Court held that the district court failed to give proper weight to the 
surrounding context in the specification.  For example, the Court found that the 
specification made clear that the distributed learning control module was a functional unit 
of the “distributed learning server” because it coordinated operation of the streaming data 
module through input from the presenter computer system and included software that 
runs on the distributed learning server.  Importantly, even though the specification 
described the “distributed learning control module” in a high degree of generality, and in 
some cases using functional language, the Court could not conclude that it was “devoid 
of structure.” 
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IV. Conclusion 
The Court found that there was not enough evidence to conclude that the 

“distributed learning control module” lacked sufficient structure to overcome the “strong” 
presumption that 35 U.S.C. § 112, paragraph 6 is not invoked when “means” is not in the 
claim language. 

V. Dissent 
Judge Reyna dissented.  First, Judge Reyna stated that while he did not agree that 

the graphical display limitations require a pictorial map, he argued that the majority’s 
interpretation was too broad.  Judge Reyna pointed to prosecution history to support a 
narrower interpretation of the graphical display limitations from independent claims 1 
and 17.   

Second, Judge Reyna would have invoked 35 U.S.C. § 112, paragraph 6 for the 
phrase “distributed learning control module” because the claim mirrors the structure of a 
typical means-plus-function claim.  However, instead of using “means” independent 
claim 8 uses the “nonce” phrase “distributed learning control module.”  Moreover, Judge 
Reyna asserted that no structure was provided in the claim language that would perform 
the functions the “distributed learning control module” was intended to perform.  

Judge Reyna also referred to M.P.E.P. § 2181, which explicitly includes the term 
“module for” as a “nonstructural generic placeholder,” thereby invoking means-plus-
function.  Judge Reyna also cited other dictionaries with definitions of “module” that 
included no structure.  Judge Reyna would have upheld the district court’s ruling of 
invalidating claims 8-16 because the specification did not include any specific structure 
in accordance with 35 U.S.C. § 112, paragraph 6. 

VI. Practice Tips 

• Try to use terms that connote structure to one of ordinary skill in the art 

• Avoid using the nonstructural generic placeholders listed included in 
M.P.E.P § 2181, such as “module for,” “mechanism for,” “device for,” 
“unit for,” “component for,” “element for,” “member for,” “apparatus 
for,” “machine for,” or “system for” 
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