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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. 

§ 220.130 Work experience as a voca-
tional factor. 

(a) General—Work experience means 
skills and abilities the claimant has 
acquired through work he or she has 
done which show the type of work he or 
she may be expected to do. Work the 
claimant has already been able to do 
shows the kind of work that he or she 
may be expected to do. The Board con-
siders that the claimant’s work experi-
ence is relevant and applies when it 
was done within the last 15 years, 
lasted long enough for him or her to 
learn to do it, and was substantial 
gainful activity. This work experience 
is called ‘‘past relevant work.’’ The 
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Board does not usually consider that 
work the claimant did 15 years or more 
before the time the Board is deciding 
whether he or she is disabled (or when 
the disability insured status require-
ment was last met, if earlier) applies. A 
gradual change occurs in most jobs so 
that after 15 years, it is no longer real-
istic to expect that skills and abilities 
acquired in a job done then continue to 
apply. The 15-year guide is intended to 
insure that remote work experience is 
not currently applied. If the claimant 
has no work experience or worked only 
‘‘off-and-on’’ or for brief periods of 
time during the 15-year period, the 
Board generally considers that these do 
not apply. If the claimant has acquired 
skills through his or her past work, the 
Board considers the claimant to have 
these work skills unless he or she can-
not use them in other skilled or semi- 
skilled work that he or she can do. If 
the claimant cannot use his or her 
skills in other skilled or semi-skilled 
work, the Board will consider his or 
her work background the same as un-
skilled. However, even if the claimant 
has no work experience, the Board may 
consider that the claimant is able to do 
unskilled work because it requires lit-
tle or no judgment and can be learned 
in a short period of time. 

(b) Information about the claimant’s 
work. (1) Sometimes the Board will 
need information about the claimant’s 
past work to make a disability deter-
mination. The Board may request work 
information from— 

(i) The claimant; and 
(ii) The claimant’s employer or other 

person who knows about the claimant’s 
work (member of family or co-worker) 
with the claimant’s permission. 

(2) The Board will ask for the fol-
lowing information about all the jobs 
the claimant has had in the last 15 
years: 

(i) The dates the claimant worked. 
(ii) All the duites the claimant did. 
(iii) Any tools, machinery, and equip-

ment the claimant used. 
(iv) The amount of walking, stand-

ing, sitting, lifting and carrying the 
claimant did during the work day, as 
well as any other physical and mental 
duties of the job. 

(3) If all the claimant’s work in the 
past 15 years has been arduous and un-

skilled, and the claimant has very lit-
tle education, the Board will ask the 
claimant to tell about all of his or her 
work from the time he or she first 
began working. (See § 220.45(b).) 

§ 220.131 Work which exists in the na-
tional economy. 

(a) General. The Board considers that 
work exists in the national economy 
when it exists in significant numbers 
either in the region where the claimant 
lives or in several other regions of the 
country. It does not matter whether— 

(1) Work exits in the immediate area 
in which the claimant lives, 

(2) A specific job vacancy exists for 
the claimant; or 

(3) The claimant would be hired if the 
claimant applied for work. 

(b) How the Board determines the exist-
ence of work. Work exists in the na-
tional economy when there are a sig-
nificant number of jobs (in one or more 
occupations) having requirements 
which the claimant is able to meet 
with his or her physical or mental abil-
ity and vocational qualifications. Iso-
lated jobs that exist in very limited 
numbers in relatively few locations 
outside the region where the claimant 
lives are not considered ‘‘work which 
exists in the national economy.’’ The 
Board will not deny the claimant a dis-
ability annuity on the basis of the ex-
istence of these kinds of jobs. The 
Board will determine that the claimant 
is disabled if the work he or she can do 
does not exist in the national economy. 
If the work the claimant can do does 
exist in the national economy, the 
Board will determine that the claimant 
is not disabled. 

(c) Inability to obtain work. The Board 
will determine that the claimant is not 
disabled if he or she has the residual 
functional capacity and vocational 
abilities to do work which exists in the 
national economy but the claimant re-
mains unemployed because of— 

(1) His or her inability to get work; 
(2) Lack of work in his or her local 

area; 
(3) The hiring practices of employers; 
(4) Technological changes in the in-

dustry in which the claimant has 
worked; 

(5) Cyclical economic conditions; 
(6) No job openings for the claimant; 

VerDate Aug<31>2005 12:00 May 15, 2008 Jkt 214062 PO 00000 Frm 00302 Fmt 8010 Sfmt 8010 Y:\SGML\214062.XXX 214062ys
hi

ve
rs

 o
n 

P
R

O
D

1P
C

62
 w

ith
 C

F
R


