
 

CERCA Writing Strategy 

Claim  ·  Evidence  ·  Reasoning  ·  Counterargument  ·  Audience 

A Research-Backed Framework for Argument Writing in Government and Political Science 

 

What is CERCA — and why does it matter?  CERCA is a five-component argument-writing 
framework developed by ThinkCERCA and grounded in decades of University of Chicago research on 
disciplinary literacy. It is not just a writing formula — it is a complete model of how persuasive, analytical 
writing works in the real world. Lawyers file briefs. Senators write floor speeches. Policy analysts submit 
recommendations. Journalists publish op-eds. In every case, someone is making a Claim, backing it with 
Evidence, explaining the Reasoning that connects them, addressing a Counterargument, and calibrating 
everything for an Audience. CERCA teaches you to do all five simultaneously — building exactly the 
writing skills that college, career, and civic life demand. 

 

College-Ready Arguments 
CERCA teaches the five 

components that every college 
essay, policy analysis, and 

persuasive response requires. 
Students who master CERCA arrive 
in higher education already writing 

at a disciplinary level. 

Proven Effectiveness 
Three independent efficacy studies 
found that CERCA produced the 

most student literacy growth of any 
tool evaluated in the LEAP 

Innovations Pilot Network — four 
times more growth than the 

second-best tool. 

Civic Literacy 
The C3 Framework for Social Studies 

confirms that students coached to 
build evidence-based arguments 

demonstrate deeper comprehension of 
civic and political questions — the 

core purpose of a government course. 

 
 

  The Five Components of CERCA 
Every strong argument — in this class, in college, and in civic life — is built from these five elements. 

 

C 

Claim  — A clear, arguable position that directly answers the prompt 
Your Claim is the single most important sentence you write. It is your position — a statement you are 
prepared to defend with evidence and logic. A strong Claim in a government course is specific, 
arguable, and directly responsive to the question asked. It is not a fact ("The United States has three 
branches of government"), a question ("Should the Electoral College be abolished?"), or a vague 
opinion ("The government should do better"). It is a defensible position: "The Electoral College 
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should be abolished because it systematically underrepresents the majority of American voters and 
concentrates disproportionate political power in a small number of swing states." Notice that this 
Claim tells the reader exactly what you are arguing AND why — it is the roadmap for everything 
that follows. 

 

E 

Evidence  — Specific, credible evidence from a source that supports your Claim 
Evidence is the foundation your Claim rests on. In a government class, evidence takes several forms: 
constitutional text, Supreme Court rulings, congressional data, policy research, historical precedent, 
census figures, or direct quotations from primary sources. Strong Evidence is specific — not "studies 
show" or "many people believe," but a named source, a specific statistic, a precise quotation, or a 
documented event. Your evidence should be selected because it is the most compelling support for 
your Claim, not simply because it is related to your topic. Before including a piece of evidence, ask: 
Does this directly prove my Claim? Would a skeptical reader find this credible? If the answer to 
either question is no, find stronger evidence. 

 

R 

Reasoning  — The explanation of HOW and WHY the evidence proves the Claim 
Reasoning is the bridge between your Evidence and your Claim — and it is the component students 
skip most often. Simply presenting evidence and assuming the connection is obvious is one of the 
most common errors in argument writing. Your Reasoning must do three things: explain what the 
evidence shows, explain how that connects to your specific Claim, and explain why that connection 
is significant. Language that signals Reasoning: "This demonstrates that..." / "This matters 
because..." / "The significance of this data is..." / "When we consider this evidence in light of the 
Claim, we see that..." A response that includes a Claim and Evidence but no Reasoning is like a 
courtroom argument that presents a piece of evidence without explaining to the jury why it is 
relevant. The jury does not connect the dots for you — neither does your reader. 

 

C 

Counterargument  — An acknowledgment of the opposing position — and a 
rebuttal 
Every argument has opposition. Acknowledging the Counterargument does not weaken your position 
— it strengthens it. Writers who address opposing views demonstrate that they have thought 
critically about the issue, understand the complexity of the question, and can defend their position 
even when challenged. In a government class, counterarguments often come from opposing political 
philosophies, competing constitutional interpretations, or data that appears to support the other side. 
Your task is two parts: first, state the opposing position fairly and accurately (do not set up a weak 
version just to knock it down), and then explain why your original Claim still holds — what the 
counterargument misses, oversimplifies, or fails to account for. Language: "While some argue that..." 
/ "Opponents contend that..." / "This perspective overlooks..." / "However, a closer examination 
reveals..." 
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A 

Audience  — Language, tone, and framing appropriate to who is reading 
Every piece of writing is written for someone. Your Audience determines your word choice, your 
level of technical detail, how much background context you provide, which evidence will be most 
persuasive, and how formal your language should be. In a government class, your Audience might be 
a senator, a federal judge, a first-time voter, a policy analyst, or the general public. A policy memo 
written for a Senate committee uses formal headers, technical vocabulary, and cites legislative 
precedent. An op-ed written for a general readership uses accessible language, a compelling opening 
hook, and relatable examples. A brief written for a federal court cites constitutional text and case law. 
Failing to account for your Audience is one of the most common reasons otherwise strong arguments 
fail to persuade. Before you write, ask: Who is reading this? What do they already believe? What will 
convince them? 

 
 

  How the Five Components Work Together 
CERCA is not a checklist — it is an interconnected system. Each component depends on the others. 

 

Claim Evidence Reasoning Counterargument Audience 

Sets the direction of 
the entire argument. 

Every other 
component serves 

the Claim. 

Provides the 
foundation. 

Specific, credible, 
and directly tied to 

the Claim. 

The essential bridge. 
Without it, Evidence 

and Claim sit side 
by side but never 

connect. 

Demonstrates critical 
thinking. Shows the 
Claim holds even 
under challenge. 

Shapes everything 
else. The same 
Claim requires 

different Evidence, 
tone, and framing 

for different 
readers. 

 

The most important insight:  Reasoning is the component that students most consistently leave out — 
and it is the component that matters most to readers, graders, and professors. Evidence without Reasoning is 
a collection of facts. Facts do not argue. You argue, using facts. The Reasoning is your thinking made 
visible. Every piece of evidence you include must be followed by an explanation of how it connects to your 
Claim. If you can write your Evidence and then naturally complete the sentence "This demonstrates that..." 
— you are writing the Reasoning your argument requires. 
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  How to Write a CERCA Response: Step by Step 
Follow these steps every time you receive a writing prompt in this course. 

 

S
t
e
p 
1 

Read the Prompt — Then Identify the Claim It Requires 
Before you write anything, read the prompt carefully and identify what kind of Claim it is asking for. 
Is it asking you to evaluate ("To what extent..."), argue ("Should..."), analyze ("How did..."), or 
compare? The prompt tells you the type of Claim you need. Underline the key question words. Then 
write your Claim before reading any sources or notes. A student who knows their Claim before they 
search for Evidence will always select stronger, more targeted Evidence than one who collects facts 
first and tries to form a position afterward. 

 

S
t
e
p 
2 

Draft Your Claim — Test It Before Committing 
Write your Claim in one to two sentences. Then apply three tests: (1) Is it arguable? Could a 
reasonable person disagree? If not, it is probably a fact, not a Claim. (2) Is it specific? Does it identify 
exactly what you are arguing, not just the general topic? (3) Does it directly answer the question the 
prompt asked? If your Claim passes all three tests, commit to it. If not, revise before proceeding — 
every other component of your CERCA response depends on this sentence being strong. 

 

S
t
e
p 
3 

Select Evidence That Directly Proves the Claim 
Now identify your evidence. Return to your notes, sources, or the provided documents and look for 
the most specific, credible, and directly relevant evidence available. Aim for two strong pieces of 
evidence — one primary source and one data-based source is an excellent pairing in a government 
course. For each piece of evidence, ask: Does this directly support my Claim, or does it just relate to 
the same topic? Only use evidence that passes this test. Quantity does not substitute for relevance. 

 

S
t

Write the Reasoning for Each Piece of Evidence 
For each piece of Evidence, write two to three sentences of Reasoning immediately after it. Explain: 
What does this evidence show? How does it connect to your specific Claim? Why is this connection 
significant? Do not let evidence stand alone. A response that reads "[Evidence]. [Evidence]. 
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e
p 
4 

[Conclusion]" has no Reasoning — it is presenting facts and hoping the reader makes the connection. 
Your job is to make the connection explicit, every time, in your own words. 

 

S
t
e
p 
5 

Identify and Address the Counterargument 
Before you draft your Counterargument section, write the opposing position in one sentence as 
strongly as possible. Do not write a weak version of the opposing view — write it as a thoughtful 
person on the other side would. Then write your rebuttal: what does your evidence show that the 
counterargument misses, oversimplifies, or fails to account for? A rebuttal that says "while others 
may disagree, I still think my Claim is correct" is not a rebuttal — it simply reasserts the Claim. A 
real rebuttal engages with the substance of the opposition. 

 

S
t
e
p 
6 

Adjust Everything for Your Audience 
Before you draft, define your Audience explicitly: who is reading this? Then read through your 
planned Claim, Evidence, Reasoning, and Counterargument and ask for each: Is this language 
appropriate for this reader? Will this evidence be credible to them? Is there context I need to add 
because they may not know it? Is there jargon I need to define or replace? Audience calibration is not 
decoration — it is the difference between an argument that works for the specific reader and one that 
would only convince someone who already agrees with you. 

 

S
t
e
p 
7 

Draft, Then Revise Once for Each Component 
Write your full draft, incorporating all five CERCA components. Then do five targeted revision 
passes — one for each component. Read your draft once asking only: Is my Claim clear and 
arguable? Once asking: Is my Evidence specific and credible? Once asking: Did I explain the 
Reasoning after each piece of evidence? Once asking: Did I address the Counterargument fairly and 
rebut it substantively? Once asking: Is my language, tone, and framing appropriate for my Audience? 
Five focused passes will always produce a stronger response than one general read-through. 
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  CERCA in the Government Classroom: Example Prompts 
Each prompt below maps directly to Federal Government course content. The CERCA structure applies to all of 
them. 

 

Writing Prompt What a Strong CERCA Response Includes 

Should the Electoral College be abolished? Claim: specific position + stated reasons  |  Evidence: 
election data, constitutional text, or academic research  |  
Reasoning: connection between data and democratic 
representation principle  |  Counterargument: federalist 
argument for state-based elections + rebuttal  |  Audience: 
general public or political science class 

To what extent has the power of the executive 
branch expanded since the New Deal? 

Claim: evaluative position on degree of expansion  |  
Evidence: specific executive orders, war powers examples, 
Supreme Court rulings  |  Reasoning: explanation of how 
each example demonstrates expanded authority  |  
Counterargument: congressional limits on executive power 
+ rebuttal  |  Audience: policy analyst or AP Government 
grader 

Should the federal minimum wage be raised? Claim: specific position + economic or ethical justification  
|  Evidence: wage data, CBO projections, state-level 
comparisons  |  Reasoning: connection between economic 
data and claim about worker welfare or economic stability  
|  Counterargument: small business impact argument + 
rebuttal with broader economic data  |  Audience: 
congressional committee or newspaper readership 

Should 16-year-olds be allowed to vote in 
federal elections? 

Claim: position + reasoning about civic readiness or 
democratic representation  |  Evidence: cognitive 
development research, civic engagement data, existing 
local precedents  |  Reasoning: explanation of how cited 
evidence supports the specific claim made  |  
Counterargument: maturity/experience objection + rebuttal 
about existing youth civic participation  |  Audience: state 
legislature or general public 

Does the Supreme Court have too much power 
in American democracy? 

Claim: clear evaluative position  |  Evidence: landmark 
rulings (Marbury, Roe, Citizens United), judicial review 
history  |  Reasoning: connection between specific cases 
and the claim about democratic accountability  |  
Counterargument: constitutional design argument + rebuttal 
about judicial independence  |  Audience: political science 
journal or civic education audience 
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  How CERCA Builds Writing Literacy 

 

Writing Readiness Skill How CERCA Develops It 

Writing a clear claim The C in CERCA exists entirely to develop this skill. 
Students practice writing specific, arguable, directly 
responsive Claims before drafting any other component — 
building the habit of leading with a position rather than 
easing into one. 

Supporting that claim with evidence The E in CERCA requires students to select specific, 
credible evidence that directly supports their Claim. The 
discipline of testing each piece of evidence against the 
standard 'Does this directly prove my Claim?' develops 
evidence evaluation skills that transfer to every writing 
task. 

Explaining how the evidence proves the 
point 

The R in CERCA is dedicated entirely to this skill. Every 
piece of Evidence requires its own Reasoning. CERCA is 
one of the few frameworks that names Reasoning as a 
required structural element — ensuring students practice 
the connection between evidence and argument every time 
they write. 

Paraphrasing rather than copying The Reasoning component requires students to express 
connections in their own words. A student who copies a 
source into the Evidence section and then paraphrases the 
same language in the Reasoning section has not 
demonstrated understanding — CERCA's structure makes 
this immediately visible. 

Quoting briefly and correctly when needed CERCA's Evidence component teaches disciplined 
evidence use: select the most significant material, integrate 
it correctly, and never let a quote stand without 
explanation. The Reasoning requirement that follows 
every Evidence selection enforces this discipline 
automatically. 

Organizing a short response logically CERCA provides a complete organizational structure for 
any argument: Claim first, Evidence and Reasoning in the 
body, Counterargument to demonstrate critical thinking, 
Audience calibration throughout. Students who internalize 
the five components produce logically organized 
responses in any format. 
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Answering the question directly and fully The Claim component requires students to directly answer 
the question the prompt asks — not to approach it, circle 
it, or describe it, but to answer it in the first substantive 
sentences. The Counterargument component ensures the 
response is 'fully' argued, not one-sided. 

Revising for clarity CERCA's five-component structure creates five revision 
lenses. Students revise once per component, each time 
with a specific question: Is my Claim arguable? Is my 
Evidence specific? Is my Reasoning explicit? Is my 
Counterargument fair and my rebuttal substantive? Is my 
Audience addressed? This targeted revision consistently 
produces clearer responses than a single general 
read-through. 

 
 

  Common Mistakes — And How to Fix Them 

 

❌  What Looks Like CERCA Writing But 
Isn't 

✅  What Actually Works 

A Claim that is really a fact or a topic sentence: 
'The Constitution was written in 1787' 

Write a Claim that is arguable: 'The Constitution's 
system of separation of powers, while designed to 
prevent tyranny, has in practice enabled legislative 
gridlock that prevents the federal government from 
responding effectively to national crises.' 

Presenting evidence without any Reasoning: 
'[Quote from source.] This supports my 
argument.' 

Explain the connection explicitly: '[Quote.] This 
demonstrates that [specific connection to Claim] 
because [explanation of significance].  Without this 
explanation, the evidence and the Claim simply coexist 
— they do not argue together. 

A Counterargument that is just a weak version 
of the opposition: 'Some people might think the 
Electoral College is fine' 

State the opposing view as its strongest advocates 
would: 'Proponents of the Electoral College argue that it 
preserves federalism by ensuring that presidential 
candidates must build geographically diverse coalitions 
rather than concentrating campaign resources in 
high-population coastal states.' 

Treating Audience as a label rather than a 
design principle: adding 'Dear Senator' at the 
top 

Let Audience shape every decision: which evidence to 
prioritize, how much background context to provide, 
what vocabulary to use, how formal the opening should 
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be. Audience is not decoration — it is a filter that every 
sentence passes through. 

Writing a Counterargument after the 
Conclusion: 'But some might disagree...' 

Integrate the Counterargument before the Conclusion. 
Your argument is strongest when it shows it can 
withstand opposition — not as an afterthought, but as 
evidence that you have genuinely considered the 
complexity of the question. 

Skipping Reasoning because 'it's obvious' It is never obvious to the reader. Even when the 
connection seems self-evident to you, writing it out 
makes your argument stronger, not weaker. Every piece 
of Evidence needs its Reasoning — no exceptions. 

 
 

  Quick-Reference Card 
Use this checklist every time you write a CERCA response. 

 

BEFORE YOU WRITE AS YOU DRAFT BEFORE YOU SUBMIT 

□​ □  Read the prompt and 
identify the type of Claim it 
requires 

□​ □  Write your Claim before 
selecting Evidence 

□​ □  Test: Is it arguable? 
Specific? On-prompt? 

□​ □  Define your Audience 
explicitly 

□​ □  Identify the strongest 
opposing position 

□​ □  Lead with your Claim — 
no easing in 

□​ □  Each piece of Evidence 
is specific and named 

□​ □  Follow every Evidence 
with Reasoning 

□​ □  Reasoning begins: "This 
demonstrates that..." 

□​ □  Counterargument is fair, 
rebuttal is substantive 

□​ □  Claim: arguable, specific, 
on-prompt? 

□​ □  Evidence: specific, 
credible, directly supportive? 

□​ □  Reasoning: explicit after 
every piece of Evidence? 

□​ □  Counterargument: fair 
statement + real rebuttal? 

□​ □  Audience: tone, vocabulary, 
framing appropriate? 

 

Academic Integrity:  Your CERCA response must reflect your own thinking, reading, and analysis. Do 
not use AI tools to draft your Claim, select your Evidence, write your Reasoning, or compose your 
Counterargument. The purpose of CERCA is to develop your ability to construct and defend an argument 
— skills that will serve you in every college course, every professional context, and every civic situation 
you encounter. An AI-generated CERCA response defeats that purpose entirely and constitutes an academic 
integrity violation. 
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CERCA Writing Practice Template 

Complete all five planning sections before you begin drafting. Write in your own words throughout. 

 

Name: 

 

Writing Prompt / Assignment: 

 

Date: 

 

 

A 

Audi
ence 

Define your Audience FIRST — it shapes every other component. 
Who is reading this response? 

 

What do they already know / believe? What will persuade them? 

 

What tone, vocabulary, and evidence type is most appropriate for this Audience? 

 

 

C 

Clai
m 

Write your Claim before selecting any Evidence. Test it: Is it arguable? Specific? Does it directly answer the 
prompt? 
My Claim: 

 

 

 

□  Arguable (someone could disagree)   □  Specific (not just a topic)   □  Directly answers the prompt 

 

E 

Evid
ence 

+ 

R 

For each piece of Evidence, immediately follow it with Reasoning. Do not let Evidence stand alone. 
Evidence 1 — Source + paraphrase or brief quote: 

 

 

 

Reasoning 1 — How does this prove your Claim? Begin: "This demonstrates that..." 
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Reas
onin

g 

 

 

Evidence 2 — Source + paraphrase or brief quote: 

 

 

 

Reasoning 2 — How does this prove your Claim? 

 

 

 

 

C 

Cou
nter-
argu
men

t 

State the opposing view as strongly as possible — then explain why your Claim still holds. 
The strongest version of the opposing argument is: 

 

 

 

My rebuttal — what this argument misses, oversimplifies, or fails to account for: 

 

 

 

 

MY DRAFT  (Lead with your Claim — integrate all five CERCA components throughout) 
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REVISION CHECKLIST  — Read your draft 
once for each component before submitting 

□​ □  CLAIM: Is it clear, arguable, and directly 
on-prompt? 

□​ □  EVIDENCE 1: Specific source, named and 
paraphrased or briefly quoted? 

□​ □  REASONING 1: Did I explain the 
connection, not just restate the evidence? 

□​ □  EVIDENCE 2: Specific, credible, and directly 
tied to the Claim? 

□​ □  REASONING 2: Does it begin with 'This 
demonstrates that...' or equivalent? 

□​ □  COUNTERARGUMENT: Did I state the 
opposing view fairly? 

□​ □  REBUTTAL: Did I explain why my Claim 
still holds — substantively? 

□​ □  AUDIENCE: Is my tone, vocabulary, and 
framing right for this reader? 

□​ □  ORGANIZATION: Claim first, 
Evidence+Reasoning in body, Counter 
addressed? 

□​ □  REVISION: Did I revise at least one sentence 
in each component for clarity? 

 

The test of a strong CERCA response:  Cover your draft and try to answer these five questions from 
memory: (1) What is your Claim — in one specific, arguable sentence? (2) What is your strongest piece of 
Evidence? (3) How does that Evidence prove your Claim — in your own words? (4) What is the strongest 
counterargument, and why does your Claim still hold? (5) Who is your Audience, and how does that shape 
your language? If you can answer all five clearly and specifically, your CERCA response is doing its job. 
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