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SUMMARY

The United States District Court for the Northern District of New York reviewed the Commissioner of
Social Security's denial of Alexa Jean M.'s application for disability insurance benefits. The court held
that the administrative law judge applied the proper legal standards and supported the decision with
substantial evidence, including the findings concerning the plaintiff's work activity, alleged
accommodations, medical opinions, and residual functional capacity. The court affirmed the
Commissioner's decision.
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DISPOSITION affirmed

PROCEDURAL POSTURE Action under 42 U.S.C. § 405(g) seeking review of the
Commissioner's denial of disability insurance benefits. Plaintiff moved
for judgment on the pleadings and remand; the Commissioner cross-
moved for judgment on the pleadings and affirmance.

STANDARD OF REVIEW The court reviews the Commissioner's decision to determine whether
the correct legal standards were applied and whether the decision is
supported by substantial evidence. The court may not conduct a de
novo disability determination and must uphold the decision when it is
supported by substantial evidence even if the evidence permits more
than one rational interpretation.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether the ALJ properly determined that plaintiff's work as a teacher's aide constituted substantial
gainful activity rather than work performed under special conditions.

2. Whether the ALJ properly evaluated the persuasiveness of the medical opinions concerning plaintiff's
absenteeism, time off task, concentration, persistence, and pace.

3. Whether the residual functional capacity determination was supported by substantial evidence.

HOLDINGS

1. The ALJ's finding that plaintiff's teacher's-aide work constituted substantial gainful activity was
supported by substantial evidence. Plaintiff did not establish that the work was performed under special
conditions within the meaning of 20 C.F.R. § 404.1573(c).

2. The ALJ's persuasiveness analysis was supported by substantial evidence. The ALJ reasonably declined
to adopt opinions predicting disabling absenteeism and time off task because those conclusions were
unsupported by documented observations or formal testing, inconsistent with treatment records and
other evidence, and in some instances internally inconsistent with the providers' own assessments.

3. The RFC was supported by substantial evidence, and no additional limitations for off-task time or
absenteeism were required.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“Perform a full range of work at all exertional levels, but with the following non-exertional limitations: she
can perform simple work at a consistent, goal-oriented pace, but not at a fast, production-rate pace, such as
would be experienced in assembly line type of work; she cannot interact with the public or work around
crowds of people; and she can make simple decisions and tolerate work changes.” (T at 1181)

“The Court's review of the record supports these conclusions by the ALJ regarding Plaintiff's mental
limitations and indicates that Plaintiff has not established further limitations regarding off-task time . . . or
attendance than those included by the ALJ in the RFC.” (opinion at 33)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Plaintiff alleged disability beginning June 27, 2019, based primarily on depression, anxiety, PTSD, and mixed
bipolar disorder. The ALJ found severe impairments of bipolar disorder, ADHD, and an eating disorder, but
determined that plaintiff retained the residual functional capacity for all exertional levels with restrictions to
simple, goal-oriented, non-production-pace work, limited social interaction, simple decisions, and occasional
work changes. Plaintiff worked as a teacher's aide from September 2021 through March 2023, earning above
substantial-gainful-activity thresholds, and argued that frequent absences and employer flexibility showed that



the work was performed under special conditions. The court concluded that the record did not establish special
conditions and that the ALJ's evaluation of the medical opinions and RFC was supported by substantial
evidence.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Plaintiff filed for disability insurance benefits in July 2019. The SSA denied the claim initially and on
reconsideration; an ALJ issued an unfavorable decision in June 2021, and the Appeals Council denied review.
Plaintiff previously sought judicial review, and the court remanded for further administrative proceedings. After
remand by the Appeals Council, the ALJ issued a second unfavorable decision on December 5, 2024. Plaintiff
commenced this action in February 2025, and the court affirmed the Commissioner's decision.

DISPOSITION

affirmed
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