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SUMMARY

The United States District Court for the Eastern District of California reviewed Teresa Diane Baker’s
challenge to the denial of Supplemental Security Income benefits. The court held that the
Administrative Law Judge failed to adequately address consultative psychologist Dr. Lance Portnoff’s
opinion regarding Baker’s moderate limitations in completing a normal workday or workweek and
handling workplace stress. The court vacated the Commissioner’s decision and remanded the matter
for further administrative proceedings.
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DISPOSITION vacated

PROCEDURAL POSTURE Plaintiff sought judicial review under 42 U.S.C. § 405(g) of the
Commissioner's partially favorable decision on her Supplemental
Security Income claim. The parties submitted briefs without oral
argument.

STANDARD OF REVIEW The court may set aside the Commissioner's denial of benefits when
the ALJ's findings are based on legal error or are not supported by
substantial evidence in the record as a whole. Substantial evidence is
more than a mere scintilla and means such relevant evidence as a
reasonable mind might accept as adequate to support a conclusion. The
court must consider the record as a whole and may not substitute its
judgment where the evidence is susceptible to more than one rational
interpretation.



PRECEDENTIAL VALUE Unpublished district court order; precedential status is unknown and it
is generally nonprecedential.

PARTIES Teresa Diane Baker v. Leland Dudek, Acting Commissioner of Social
Security

TOPICS

judicial review of agency action administrative law remedies civil procedure

PRACTICE AREAS

Social Security administrative law judicial review of agency action civil procedure

QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether the ALJ erred by failing to provide specific and legitimate, substantially supported reasons for
implicitly rejecting significant portions of Dr. Portnoff's examining psychological opinion.

2. Whether the error was harmless.

3. Whether the case should be remanded for further administrative proceedings or an award of benefits.

HOLDINGS

1. The ALJ erred by failing to provide specific and legitimate reasons supported by substantial evidence for
implicitly rejecting Dr. Portnoff's moderate limitations concerning Baker's ability to complete a normal
workday or workweek without psychiatric interruptions and to handle workplace stress.

2. The error was not shown to be harmless because the record did not establish how the vocational expert
would evaluate the moderate limitations identified by Dr. Portnoff, and the vocational expert testified
that comparable additional limitations could preclude all work.

3. Remand for further administrative proceedings, rather than an immediate award of benefits, was
appropriate because further administrative review could remedy the ALJ's error and the record did not
require a finding of disability before May 17, 2022.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“However, nothing in the ALJ’s RFC—including the limitation to “simple and routine tasks [and] routine
work-related decision making . . . and [] only occasional interactions with supervisors, coworkers, and the
general public.” (AR 429)—accommodates these opined moderate impairments.” (at 8)

“The Court finds, consistent with the foregoing, that the ALJ’s decision to limit Plaintiff to work consisting of
“simple and routine tasks [and] routine work-related decision making” did not adequately address or account
for Dr. Portnoff’s moderate limitations as to Plaintiff’s ability to complete a normal workday or workweek
without interruptions and her ability to deal with the usual stress encountered in the workplace.” (at 10)

“Based on the foregoing, the Court finds that the ALJ’s decision is not supported by substantial evidence and
is, therefore, VACATED and the case REMANDED to the ALJ for further proceedings consistent with this



Order.” (at 13)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Baker filed claims for Supplemental Security Income based on physical and mental impairments, including
scoliosis, post-traumatic stress disorder, learning difficulties, depression-related conditions, and borderline
intellectual functioning. A consultative psychologist, Lance A. Portnoff, opined that Baker had moderate
limitations in completing a normal workday or workweek without psychiatric interruptions and in dealing with
stress in a competitive work environment. The ALJ found Baker not disabled before May 17, 2022, but disabled
thereafter, adopting an RFC limiting her to simple and routine tasks, routine work-related decisions, and
occasional interactions. The vocational expert testified that additional limitations involving absences, breaks, or
time off task would eliminate all work.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

The ALJ previously found Plaintiff not disabled in a 2020 decision, and Plaintiff's judicial challenge resulted in
voluntary remand for further proceedings, including consideration of obesity. The Appeals Council consolidated
Plaintiff's claims and issued remand instructions. After a February 2024 hearing, the ALJ found Plaintiff not
disabled before May 17, 2022, but disabled beginning on that date. The district court found that the ALJ failed to
provide legally sufficient reasons for implicitly rejecting portions of an examining psychologist's opinion,
vacated the decision, and remanded for further administrative proceedings.

DISPOSITION

vacated

REMAND INSTRUCTIONS

The ALJ must reconsider Dr. Portnoff's opinion regarding Baker's moderate limitations and either credit the
opinion or provide specific and legitimate reasons supported by substantial evidence for rejecting it. The ALJ
must consider the medical evidence concerning Baker's impairments, including obesity, reassess the RFC if
necessary, and proceed through steps four and five to determine what work, if any, Baker could perform before
May 17, 2022.
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