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the claimant can do must exist in sig-
nificant numbers in the national econ-
omy (either in the region where he or 
she lives or in several regions of the 
country). 

§ 220.127 When the only work experi-
ence is arduous unskilled physical 
labor. 

(a) Arduous work. Arduous work is 
primarily physical work requiring a 
high level of strength or endurance. 
The Board will consider the claimant 
unable to do lighter work and there-
fore, disabled if he or she has— 

(1) A marginal education (see 
§ 220.129); 

(2) Work experience of 35 years or 
more during which he or she did ardu-
ous unskilled physical labor; and 

(3) A severe impairment which no 
longer allows him or her to do arduous 
unskilled physical labor. 

(b) Exceptions. The Board may con-
sider the claimant not disabled if— 

(1) The claimant is working or has 
worked despite his or her impair-
ment(s) (except where work is sporadic 
or not medically advisable); or 

(2) Evidence shows that the claimant 
has training or past work experience 
which enables him or her to do sub-
stantial gainful activity in another oc-
cupation with his or her impairment, 
either full-time or on reasonably reg-
ular part-time basis. 

Example: B is a 60-year-old miner with a 
4th grade education who has a life-long his-
tory of arduous physical labor. B says that 
he is disabled because of arthritis of the 
spine, hips, and knees, and other impair-
ments. Medical evidence shows a combina-
tion of impairments and establishes that 
these impairments prevent B from per-
forming his usual work or any other type of 
arduous physical labor. His vocational back-
ground does not show that he has skills or 
capabilities needed to do lighter work which 
would be readily transferable to another 
work setting. Under these circumstances, 
the Board will find that B is disabled. 

§ 220.128 Age as a vocational factor. 

(a) General. (1) Age refers to how old 
the claimaint is (chronological age) 
and the extent to which his or her age 
affects his or her ability to— 

(i) Adapt to a new work situation; 
and 

(ii) Do work in competition with oth-
ers. 

(2) In determining disability, the 
Board does not consider age alone. The 
Board must also consider the claim-
ant’s residual functional capacity, edu-
cation, and work experience. If the 
claimant is unemployed because of his 
or her age and can still do a significant 
number of jobs which exist in the na-
tional economy, the Board will find 
that he or she is not disabled. Appendix 
2 of this part explains in detail how the 
Board considers age as a vocational 
factor. However, the Board does not 
apply these age categories mechani-
cally in a borderline situation. 

(b) Younger person. If the claimant is 
under age 50, the Board generally does 
not consider that his or her age will se-
riously affect the ability to adapt to a 
new work situation. In some cir-
cumstances, the Board considers age 45 
a handicap in adapting to a new work 
setting (see Rule 201.17 in appendix 2 of 
this part). 

(c) Person approaching advanced age. 
If the claimant is closely approaching 
advanced age (50–54), the Board con-
siders that the claimant’s age, along 
with a severe impairment and limited 
work experience, may seriously affect 
the claimant’s ability to adjust to a 
significant number of jobs in the na-
tional economy. 

(d) Person of advanced age. The Board 
considers that advanced age (55 or 
over) is the point at which age signifi-
cantly affects the claimant’s ability to 
do substantial gainful activity. 

(1) If the claimant is severly im-
paired and of advanced age, and he or 
she cannot do medium work (see 
§ 220.132), the claimant may not be able 
to work unless he or she has skills that 
can be used in less demanding jobs 
which exist in significant numbers in 
the national economy. 

(2) If the claimant is close to retire-
ment age (60–64) and has a severe im-
pairment, the Board will not consider 
him or her able to adjust to sedentary 
or light work unless the claimant has 
skills which are highly marketable. 

§ 220.129 Education as a vocational 
factor. 

(a) General. ‘‘Education’’ is primarily 
used to mean formal schooling or other 
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training which contributes to the 
claimant’s ability to meet vocational 
requirements, for example, reasoning 
ability, communication skills, and ar-
ithmetical ability. If the claimant does 
not have formal schooling, this does 
not necessarily mean that the claimant 
is uneducated or lacks these abilities. 
Past work experience and the kinds of 
responsibilities the claimant had when 
he or she was working may show that 
he or she has intellectual abilities, al-
though the claimant may have little 
formal education. A claimant’s daily 
activities, hobbies, or the results of 
testing may also show that the claim-
ant has significant intellectual ability 
that can be used to work. 

(b) How the Board evaluates the claim-
ant’s education. The importance of the 
claimant’s educational background 
may depend upon how much time has 
passed between the completion of the 
claimant’s formal education and the 
beginning of the claimant’s physical or 
mental impairment(s) and what the 
claimant has done with his or her edu-
cation in a work or other setting. For-
mal education completed many years 
before the claimant’s impairment(s) 
began, or unused skills and knowledge 
that were a part of the claimant’s for-
mal education, may no longer be useful 
or meaningful in terms of ability to 
work. Therefore, the numerical grade 
level that the claimant completed in 
school may not represent his or her ac-
tual educational abilities. These edu-
cational abilities may be higher or 
lower than the numerical grade level 
that the claimant completed. However, 
if there is no other evidence to con-
tradict it, the Board uses the claim-
ant’s numerical grade level to deter-
mine the claimant’s educational abili-
ties. The term ‘‘education’’ also in-
cludes how well the claimant is able to 
communicate in English since this 
ability is often acquired or improved 
by education. In evaluating the claim-
ant’s educational level, the Board uses 
the following categories: 

(1) Illiteracy. Illiteracy means the in-
ability to read or write. The Board will 
consider the claimant illiterate if he or 
she cannot read or write a simple mes-
sage such as instructions or inventory 
lists even though the claimant can sign 
his or her name. Generally, the illit-

erate claimant has had little or no for-
mal schooling. 

(2) Marginal education. Marginal edu-
cation means ability in reasoning, 
arithmetic, and language skills which 
are needed to do simple, unskilled 
types of jobs. Generally, this means a 
6th grade or less level of education. 

(3) Limited education. Limited edu-
cation means ability in reasoning, 
arithmetic, and language skills, but 
not enough to allow a person with 
these educational qualifications to do 
most of the more complex duties need-
ed in semi-skilled or skilled jobs. Gen-
erally, a limited education is a 7th 
grade through 11th grade level of edu-
cation. 

(4) High school education and above. 
High school and above means abilities 
in reasoning, arithmetic, and language 
skills acquired through formal school-
ing at a 12th grade level or above. The 
claimant with this level of education is 
generally considered able to do semi- 
skilled through skilled work. 

(5) Inability to communicate in English. 
Since the ability to speak, read, and 
understand English is generally 
learned or increased at school, the 
Board may consider this an edu-
cational factor. Because English is the 
dominant language of the country, it 
may be difficult for the claimant who 
does not speak and understand English 
to do a job, regardless of the amount of 
education he or she may have in an-
other language. The claimant’s ability 
to speak, read and understand English 
will be considered when the Board eval-
uates what work, if any, he or she can 
do. 

(6) Information about the claimant’s 
education. The Board will ask the 
claimant how long he or she attended 
school and whether he or she can 
speak, understand, read and write in 
English, and do at least simple calcula-
tions in arithmetic. The Board will 
also consider information about how 
much formal or informal education the 
claimant received from his or her pre-
vious work, community projects, hob-
bies and any other activities which 
might help him or her to work. 
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