UNITED STATES DISTRICT COURT FOR THE MIDDLE DISTRICT OF

ALABAMA, EASTERN DIVISION

Tonya T. v. Frank Bisignano, Commissioner of Social Security

Tonya T. - No. 3:25-cv-136-JTA - Decided March 2, 2026

SUMMARY

The court granted Plaintiff Tonya T.’s motion for summary judgment, denied the Commissioner of

Social Security’s motion, reversed the Commissioner’s decision, and remanded the case for further

proceedings. The court held that the Appeals Council erred by failing to consider new, chronologically

relevant, and material medical evidence concerning Plaintiff’s pain, spinal conditions, and functional

limitations.
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Plaintiff sought judicial review under 42 U.S.C. § 405(g) of the
Commissioner's final denial of her application for a period of disability
and Disability Insurance Benefits. The parties' briefs were construed as
cross-motions for summary judgment, and the parties consented to

dispositive jurisdiction by a magistrate judge.

The court reviewed whether the Commissioner's decision was
supported by substantial evidence and whether the correct legal
standards were applied. The Appeals Council's refusal to consider
additional evidence based on the legal criteria for consideration was

reviewed de novo.

Unknown; memorandum opinion and order with no reporter citation or
stated precedential designation.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether the Appeals Council erred by refusing to consider new evidence submitted after the ALJ's

decision.
2. Whether the evidence was chronologically relevant to the period adjudicated by the ALJ.

3. Whether the evidence was material because there was a reasonable possibility it could change the

administrative result.

4. Whether remand under sentence four of 42 U.S.C. § 405(g) was appropriate.

HOLDINGS

1. When the Appeals Council erroneously refuses to consider evidence that is new, material, and

chronologically relevant, it commits legal error and remand is appropriate.

2. An RFC assessment completed after the ALJ's decision is chronologically relevant when the assessment
specifically states that the described symptoms and limitations applied beginning before the ALJ's

decision.
3. Additional evidence is material when there is a reasonable possibility that it would change the
administrative result, including by altering the claimant's RFC or the available-work determination.
KEY QUOTATIONS

“Judicial review of disability claims is limited to whether the Commissioner’s decision is supported by

substantial evidence and whether the correct legal standards were applied.” (Section II)

“When the Appeals Council “erroneously refuses to consider evidence, it commits legal error and remand is

appropriate.”” (Section V)

“Because Dr. Myers specifically indicated the RFC assessment related back to October 25, 2023, which was

six weeks before the ALJ’s hearing decision, the RFC assessment is chronologically relevant.” (Section V.1)

“The Court finds the Appeals Council erred by failing to consider new, chronologically relevant, and material

evidence.” (Conclusion)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND



Plaintiff alleged disability beginning June 30, 2020, based primarily on hand problems and carpal tunnel
syndrome. The ALJ found severe carpal tunnel syndrome, cervical degenerative disc disease, and obesity,
assessed a sedentary residual functional capacity with additional restrictions, and concluded that Plaintiff could
perform other work existing in significant numbers in the national economy. After the ALJ's decision, Plaintiff
submitted treatment notes, an x-ray report, and a residual-functional-capacity assessment from Dr. Caroline
Herring Myers; the district court found that the evidence related to the period before the ALJ's decision and

could reasonably affect the assessment of Plaintiff's pain, limitations, and ability to work.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Plaintiff's claim was denied initially and on reconsideration. After an administrative hearing, the ALJ issued an
unfavorable decision on December 13, 2023, and the Appeals Council denied review while declining to consider
or exhibit additional evidence. Plaintiff filed this action on February 18, 2025. The district court granted
Plaintiff's motion for summary judgment, denied the Commissioner's motion, reversed the Commissioner's
decision, and remanded for further proceedings under sentence four of 42 U.S.C. § 405(g).

DISPOSITION

reversed_and_remanded

REMAND INSTRUCTIONS

Remand for the Commissioner to consider the new evidence identified at R. 128, 217-19, and 227-31 in

conjunction with the record as a whole.
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