
Q: How to prepare for UPSC Mains Examination? 
UPSC has evolved to become one of the most dynamic examinations. The 
Mains examination specially requires the answers to be diverse, dense and 
structured. The notification issued by UPSC for the mains examination — 
“The questions are likely to test the candidate’s basic understanding of all 
relevant issues, and ability to analyze, and take a view on conflicting socio-
economic goals, objectives and demands. The candidates must give 
relevant, meaningful and succinct answers” — is clear and precise. Relevant 
here means familiarity with the current issues, Meaningful subscribes to 
being question-centric and succinct implies for dense and concise answers.  
Inorder to attain all the three, a step by step approach is listed below.


Syllabus — the Constitution of the Exam 

 If you start your preparation before knowing the syllabus, you are shooting 
arrows in the night sky aimlessly. Syllabus is the nucleus of the entire exam. 
Everything you do, right from current affairs to static, should be syllabus 
centric. Moreover, you would be easily fooled by anyone if you don’t know 
what the syllabus actually is. Therefore, first step is to learn the syllabus by 
heart.


Previous Year Question Papers — the Guiding Path 

If there is anything as important as knowing the syllabus is the going through 
the previous year question papers, both mains and prelims. It gives you an 
insight into what type of questions are usually asked. It will also provide you 
with how much you need to know about a particular topic and how 
questions relating to current can be asked in a static format. Example — A 
question was asked in GS I of 2019 Civil Services Exam: What is water 
stress? How does it differ regionally in India? This is the same year when 
NITI Aayog said that 21 Indian cities would run out of ground water in 2020. 
Thus, the previous year questions would further guide you on just how to 
answer the questions but also predicting further questions.


Current Affairs — an Integral part of Civil Services 

Current Affairs is something that ought to stick with you even while you enter 
the services. So it is important to approach it through a thorough outlook. In 
terms of newspaper, The Hindu has been largely followed and that too for a 
long time. However, in the past few years, UPSC has adopted an optimistic 
approach and thus, expects the candidates to do the same. Therefore, the 
Indian Express gives a more balanced, informative and suggestive approach. 
Furthermore, the government’s Press Information Bureau (PIB) is also an 
essential component of the current affairs. Deciding which articles to read 
and which ones to leave is a long process, taking over 2-3 months, in both 



cases, newspaper as well as PIB, given that both of them are read every 
single day. Syllabus and Previous Year Questions will help you with the 
same. To further instil confidence amongst the students, at SHAAN, the 
press releases of various important international organisations are taken up 
at the end of each month.


Notes Making — the Pathway to Answer Writing 

While reading the newspaper or any other important document, it is 
important to make notes. Note making enhances retention and most 
importantly, helps in structure formation. This is an integral part of answer 
writing and will be quite handy during the Mains Examination. Summary 
making of various books (detailed out later), newspaper editorial articles and 
several reports is practiced at SHAAN.


Content Enrichment I — Leveraging the Constitution and Sustainable 
Development Goals 

A very simple yet important question that everybody comes across is from 
where to start the preparation. To start out, The Sustainable Developed 
Goals lay down the broad framework for all the GS topics. Even the 
questions designed by UPSC are SDG centric. Example — A question was 
asked in the GS-II of 2020 Civil Services Examination: “National Education 
Policy 2020 is in conformity with the Sustainable Development Goal-4 
(2030). It intends to restructure and reorient education system in India. 
Critically examine the statement”. Thus, all the 17 SDGs along with their 169 
targets form an integral part of the preparation. The one of the most basic 
yet important and ignored things is the Constitution of India. No, you do not 
have to start out by reading the entire constitution but a few parts of it. The 
Preamble, the Directive Principles of State Policy, the Fundamental Duties 
and Schedules XI and XII. Let’s discuss them in some detail

• The Preamble — the Preamble gives the broad overview of the 

constitution. The constitution makers have laid their basic idea in the most 
simple yet effective format in the constitution.


• The Directive Principles of State Policy — DPSP lay down a 
comprehensive framework that needs to be followed by the State while 
making laws or policies. Every suggestion you make in your answers 
should be guided by these Principles.


• The Fundamental Duties — After having discussed the duties of the state, 
you can also quote the responsibilities on the part of the citizens towards 
their country. This will give your answer the required balance.


• Schedules XI and XII — The basic theme that drives our policy making 
today is decentralisation. These schedules have listed out the roles and 
responsibilities of the Gram Panchayats and Municipalities. Stating them in 



your answers will present the impression of you knowing the ground reality 
and thus, giving localised suggestions.


Quoting these parts of the constitution and mentioning the exact words will 
automatically give your answers a higher base effect. Moreover, it also lays 
the foundation of your thinking process.


Content Enrichment II — Books & Reports 

More than 10,000 people write the Civil Services Mains Examination. 
Everybody, including you, has gone through the same standard book — 
Lakshmikant, Spectrum, Shankar IAS, etc. So what will make your answers 
different?  A few other books apart from the standard ones like India 
Unlimited by Arvind Pangariya, India @2030 by Gautam Chikermane, The 
India Way by S. Jaishankar, Operation Lebensraum by Hiranya Kumar 
Bhattacharya, etc. are useful. These books will provide specific 
recommendations on a wide range of topics like Economy, International 
Relations, Internal Security, etc. Reports such the Strategies for New India 
@75 by NITI Aayog, SDG India Index by NITI Aayog, Global Risks Report by 
World Economic Forum, United Nations Multidimensional Poverty Index 
Report, etc. provide an insight to the current situation as well as give the way 
forward. They are also an important read as some questions are directly 
asked in the mains examination quoting the report. Example — A question 
was asked in GS-II of 2020 Civil Services Examination: “The incidence and 
intensity of poverty are more important in determining poverty based on 
income alone”. In this context analyse the latest United Nations 
Multidimensional Poverty Index Report. Reading the report is essential but 
reading the report from the original source is even more important. A lot of 
times aspirants seek to read summaries available on the internet. This way 
you tend to leave out on a lot of important information available in the report. 
Also, the aspirants need to understand that one day they themselves be 
writing these policy documents. These documents will give them an insight 
on how to write such documents and also how to think.


The recent report, policy documents, acts, ordinances, etc. are taken up 
during the weekend classes of Content Enrichment at SHAAN.


Specific approaches to designated papers 

• Essay — The essay type paper requires a comprehensive perspective. It is 
one of the most rewarding papers out of all the mains papers. As the 
UPSC notification goes — “Candidates may be required to write essays on 
multiple topics. They will be expected to keep closely to the subject of the 
essay to arrange their ideas in orderly fashion, and to write concisely. 
Credit will be given for effective and exact expression”. The structure and 
precision of the essay is essential. So, your essay needs to be diverse but 



at the same time it should be topic centric. The introduction to your essay 
needs to be creative since it would determine whether or not the examiner 
would read the next 1000 words of your essay or not. The format would be  
small paragraphs with every next paragraph being linked to the previous 
one.


• GS-I — This paper tests Indian culture, Indian history, World history, 
Geography (Indian & World), Society, Urbanisation, Poverty, political 
philosophies, etc. (kindly read the entire syllabus, these are just some 
excerpts). For Indian culture, the Centre for Cultural Resources and 
Training (CCRT), Ministry of Culture websites combined with Rajya Sabha 
TV’s playlists like Building Blocks of Bharat, Mai Bhi Bharat  should be 
referred for precise and valuable information. For Indian history, Spectrum 
is important but not a sufficient book. The 2020 civil services has 
highlighted the need to study and recognise local freedom fighters. 
Geography, at SHAAN, is based on conceptual learning and 
understanding. Various phenomenon are taught in both online and offline 
format. For women related issues, urbanisation and poverty, important 
reports as well as books are referred including the Gender Gap Report, 
National Urban Policy Framework and M.S. Swaminathan’s Combating 
Hunger and Achieving Food Security. Political philosophies are studied 
from Andrew Heywood’s Political Ideologies. 


• GS-II — This paper entails with Polity, Governance, Constitution, Social 
Justice and International Relations. Polity and Constitution have to be 
undertaken through a deep analysis from the Bare Act of the Constitution 
as well as from the authentic document of various Acts passed by the 
Parliament. Various Govt schemes and reports will cover the aspect of 
governance. Social justice including health, education, human resource 
development and poverty shall be addressed individually. International 
Relations which is an important component of this paper will be addressed 
mainly through the book the India Way by S. Jaishankar. For International 
Organisations, the note making process is followed from the authentic 
websites of those organisations.


• GS-III — This paper pertains to Technology, Economic Development, Bio 
diversity, Environment, Security and Disaster Management. Science & 
Technology is covered from newspaper, PIB and Department of Science & 
Technology’s monthly reports. Core Economy needs to be studied in a 
format as presented in Economic Survey vol. II. The Economic Survey 
(both volumes) needs to be thoroughly studied as well as the Budget. The 
Agriculture segment in this paper will be taught at SHAAN including the 
Farm Acts (from the original text) and close insight will be looked upon to 
examine the problems and subsequent solutions relevant at the ground 
level. For Environment and Biodiversity, the press releases of IUCN, UNEP, 
UNCCD, REDD+, ICIMOD, etc., the annual report of Ministry of 
Environment, Forests and Climate Change and PIB will suffice. For internal 
security, the book Operation Lebensraum by Hiryana Kumar Bhattacharya, 



Ministry of Home Affair’s annual report, reports of various Commissions 
(ARC, Planning Commission) and finally NITI Aayog’s Aspirational District 
Programme. Disaster Management will referred from Sendai Framework on 
Disaster Risk Reduction, Disaster Management Act, NDMA’s annual report.


• GS-IV — One of the most ignored papers is GS IV. It pertains to Ethics, 
Integrity and Aptitude


• Optional — The subject choice of optional should be wisely made. At 
SHAAN, Political Science and International Relations (PSIR) is taught as 
optional. The main reason pertaining to this choice is that the syllabus of 
PSIR is in sync with that of the General Studies paper, besides being a little 
more detailed. 


What to do before and what to do after Prelims? 

Since you are left with just 2-2.5 months after prelims, it is necessary that 
you complete about 80% of the mains syllabus before it. The pending 20% 
of the syllabus can be completed post the prelims exam. The topics 
completed before prelims should be those which are tested in both mains 
and prelims. Example — Indian culture. The topics left for post prelims 
should be such which are less frequently asked or/and which are just tested 
for the mains examination. Example — World history. Here again, the 
previous year question papers will be useful. However, topics which have 
significant weightage in the Mains cannot and should not be left over. In fact, 
these should be revised multiple times for better retention. Example — 
International Relations.


