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SUMMARY

The United States District Court for the Middle District of Pennsylvania reviewed the denial of Helen
Semanski’s claim for Social Security disability insurance benefits. The court held that the
Administrative Law Judge failed to adequately address substantial, largely undisputed evidence that
Semanski medically required a cane for ambulation when determining her residual functional capacity.
The court granted remand for further administrative proceedings.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether the ALJ's residual functional capacity assessment was supported by substantial evidence when
it omitted any limitation for Semanski's medically necessary cane use.

2. Whether the ALJ adequately explained the rejection of the unanimous medical opinions and other
evidence establishing Semanski's need for a cane.

HOLDINGS

1. When substantial evidence establishes that a claimant medically needs a cane or other assistive device
for ambulation, the ALJ must account for that device in the RFC assessment, particularly where the RFC
includes significant mobility requirements.

2. An ALJ may not reject uncontradicted medical opinions concerning a claimant's functional limitations
solely through the ALJ's own lay reinterpretation of the medical evidence.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“In short, everyone agreed that Helen Semanski needed a cane to safely ambulate.” (2)

“Social Security regulations provide that an ALJ will not accommodate the use of a cane unless the claimant
first provides “medical documentation establishing the need for a hand-held assistive device to aid in walking
or standing, and describing the circumstances for which it is needed[.]”” (17)

“In short, where substantial evidence indicates that there is a medical need for a claimant to use a cane or
assistive device, the failure to adequately address these issues constitutes a failure of articulation by the ALJ
warranting a remand.” (18)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Semanski, age 59 when she alleged disability, had suffered a stroke that left her with longstanding right-sided
weakness, instability, and impaired mobility. Her testimony, a friend's report, two state-agency medical opinions,
a consulting examining physician, and a treating physician assistant all indicated that she needed a cane for
balance and ambulation. Despite that medical consensus, the ALJ found that she did not need a cane and
assessed an RFC permitting light work with frequent balancing and other substantial mobility requirements; the
vocational expert testified that cane use combined with sedentary limitations would prevent Semanski from
performing her past work.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Semanski applied for disability insurance benefits alleging disability based on a prior stroke and residual right-
sided weakness. After a hearing at which Semanski and a vocational expert testified, the ALJ denied the claim,
finding that Semanski could perform light work and return to her past work as an elementary school teacher.
Semanski appealed, arguing that the ALJ failed to account for her medically necessary cane use in determining
her residual functional capacity.



DISPOSITION

reversed_and_remanded

REMAND INSTRUCTIONS

The Commissioner's final decision denying the claims was vacated, and the case was remanded for a new
administrative hearing and further consideration of Semanski's medically necessary cane use and its effect on her
RFC and ability to perform past work. The court did not direct a particular ultimate disability finding.
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