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How to Prepare, Choose the Right Topic, Brainstorm, Structure and Write
a Complete UPSC Essay

WHAT THE UPSC ESSAY PAPER ACTUALLY TESTS

UNDERSTANDING
Read the exact demand

THINKING
Move beyond obvious points

CONNECTION
Link dimensions naturally

ORGANISATION
Build a logical sequence

BALANCE
Recognise trade-offs

COMMUNICATION
Write with clarity

THE PURPOSE OF THIS GUIDE

This is not a collection of model essays to memorise. It is a practical method that you can
apply to unfamiliar topics in the examination hall. The aim is to make essay writing simple,
logical and repeatable: understand the topic, generate relevant ideas, organise them, write
with flow, show balance and conclude with maturity.

FROM SCATTERED IDEAS TO A COHERENT ESSAY
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How to Use This Guide

Read this guide first as a complete method. Then return to individual sections while practising. Do not try to memorise every 
sentence. The objective is to build a repeatable process that becomes automatic by the time you enter the examination hall.

 First reading: Understand the overall method from topic selection to conclusion.
 Second reading: Create your own Essay Notebook using the preparation banks explained in this guide.
 Practice stage: Use previous UPSC essay topics to practise decoding, brainstorming, introductions, paragraph flow and 

conclusions separately.
 Full-essay stage: Write complete essays only after you are comfortable with the smaller skills.
 Revision stage: Use the final one-page formula and checklist before every practice essay and before the examination.

You do not need to predict the essay topic. You need a method that allows you to handle an unfamiliar topic with 
confidence.

What Does the UPSC Essay Paper Actually Test?

In General Studies papers, the question usually gives you a fairly clear task: explain, examine, discuss, analyse or evaluate. The 
Essay paper gives you much more freedom. You have to decide what the statement means, what its central tension is, which 
dimensions are relevant, what examples can support your argument, how much space to give to the other side, and where the 
essay should finally lead.

This is why the Essay paper is not merely a test of information. It tests how you use information. A student may know many 
facts but still write a weak essay if the ideas are scattered, repetitive or one-sided. Another student may use fewer facts but 
write a stronger essay because the argument is clear, balanced and well connected.

 Understanding: Can you identify what the topic is really asking?
 Thinking: Can you move beyond the obvious first two or three points?
 Connection: Can you connect the topic with different dimensions without forcing irrelevant material?
 Organisation: Can you arrange ideas in an order that the reader can follow?
 Balance: Can you recognise limitations, trade-offs and counter-views?
 Communication: Can you express a complex idea in simple, precise and mature language?

ONE-LINE DEFINITION

Essay writing = Relevant ideas + Logical order + Smooth connection + Balanced judgement.

1. Remove the Fear: What Is a Good Essay?

A good essay is not a display of difficult English. It is a long, organised argument around one central idea. Every paragraph 
should help the reader understand that idea better.

A good essay does four things at the same time
 It remains relevant. The essay keeps returning to the exact topic instead of drifting into everything you know about the 

broader subject.
 It keeps moving. Each paragraph adds something new. The essay should not repeat the same thought in different words.
 It connects ideas. The reader should feel that one paragraph naturally leads to the next.
 It reaches a judgement. After exploring different dimensions, the essay should arrive at a thoughtful and balanced 

conclusion.
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Think of the essay as a journey. The introduction tells the reader where the journey begins. The main body explores the route. 
Examples make the journey concrete. Counter-views prevent it from becoming one-sided. The conclusion shows where the 
journey finally leads.

STUDENT RULE

Do not ask: "How much do I know about this subject?"
Ask: "Can I use what I know to build a clear argument around this exact topic?"

Thought-heavy, not data-heavy
Facts, reports, examples and quotations are useful only when they improve the argument. An essay packed with data but 
lacking a clear line of thought often reads like an expanded General Studies answer. Use information as evidence, not as 
decoration.

Simple English is enough
You do not need complicated vocabulary. In fact, difficult words often make an argument less clear. Prefer short, direct 
sentences. If an idea is complex, your job is to make it easier for the examiner to follow.

The goal is not to sound complicated. The goal is to make a complicated idea easy to follow.

2. What Should You Prepare Before the Exam?

You cannot prepare for the Essay paper by memorising twenty ready-made essays. UPSC can change the wording, combine 
ideas or give you a philosophical statement you have never seen before. What you should prepare is the raw material from 
which many different essays can be built.

A practical way to do this is to maintain one Essay Notebook, physical or digital. Divide it into five small preparation banks. 
Keep the notes short. The purpose of the notebook is not to become another textbook. Its purpose is to trigger ideas quickly 
during brainstorming.

2.1 Idea Bank
Your Idea Bank should contain broad concepts that repeatedly appear in essays. Examples include freedom, justice, equality, 
development, technology, education, democracy, ethics, environment, gender, leadership, institutions, social change, 
responsibility, happiness, knowledge, power, peace, compassion and progress.

Do not merely write the name of the concept. For every important idea, prepare four things:

1. Meaning: explain the idea in your own simple words.

2. Dimensions: identify the different forms or aspects of the idea.

3. Tensions: identify the conflicts that can arise around the idea.

4. Applications: note the areas where the idea can be used in an essay.

SAMPLE IDEA BANK ENTRY: FREEDOM

 Meaning: the ability to make meaningful choices without unjust restraint.
 Dimensions: political freedom, social freedom, economic freedom, intellectual freedom and personal freedom.
 Tensions: freedom versus responsibility; individual freedom versus collective interest; freedom versus order.
 Applications: democracy, speech, social media, markets, education, privacy, gender and technology.
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Begin with about fifteen to twenty recurring ideas. Add to them gradually. Depth is more useful than a long list that you 
cannot recall or explain.

2.2 Example Bank
Examples make an abstract argument concrete. Build examples from different fields so that your essay does not depend only 
on current affairs or only on history.

 Constitution and democratic institutions
 Social reform movements and personalities
 Science and technology
 Public policy and governance
 Economy and business
 Environment and community action
 Sports and personal achievement
 International developments
 Everyday life and ordinary human behaviour

For every example, note only three things: what happened, what larger idea it demonstrates, and where it can be used. This 
keeps your notes short and flexible.

SAMPLE EXAMPLE BANK ENTRY: ISRO

 What it shows: scientific temper, persistence, institutional capability, innovation and long-term vision.
 Where it can be used: technology, leadership, national development, failure and success, institutions, ambition and 

teamwork.
 How to use it: one or two sentences are usually enough. Do not narrate the entire history of the organisation.

Aim for flexible examples. One strong example that can be used in five themes is more useful than five examples that you 
remember only vaguely.

2.3 Thinker Bank
Do not collect quotations just because they look impressive. Prepare thinkers whose ideas you actually understand. One 
accurate idea from Gandhi, Ambedkar, Aristotle, Amartya Sen or a constitutional principle is more useful than several 
decorative quotations.

For every thinker, prepare: the thinker, one core idea, what that idea means, and the themes where it can be used.

SAMPLE THINKER BANK

 Mahatma Gandhi: means matter as much as ends. Use in ethics, leadership, social change, peace and politics.
 B. R. Ambedkar: political democracy needs social democracy. Use in equality, fraternity, social justice and constitutionalism.
 Amartya Sen: development should expand capabilities and freedoms. Use in poverty, education, health, development and 

freedom.
 Aristotle: human beings develop through participation in an ethical and political community. Use in citizenship, society, 

ethics and democracy.

If you cannot explain a quotation in your own words, do not use it.
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2.4 Story and Anecdote Bank
A short story can make an introduction memorable or make a paragraph more human. Maintain eight to ten short stories that 
can be used across themes.

 A reformer who challenged an unjust practice
 A scientist who persisted through failure
 A village innovation that solved a local problem
 A disaster response that showed courage and coordination
 A public servant who improved an institution
 A social movement that changed public thinking
 A sportsperson who recovered from a setback
 An environmental initiative based on community action

Keep each story to four or five lines in your notes. Record the story, the lesson, and the themes where it can be used. In the 
essay, the story should support the argument, not replace it.

2.5 Contemporary Bank
Your essay should not look disconnected from the present. Maintain a small weekly list of developments that have larger 
thematic value. Do not copy full current-affairs articles. Note only the issue, what it demonstrates, and where it can be used.

SAMPLE CONTEMPORARY BANK

 Artificial Intelligence: innovation, employment, ethics, creativity, privacy, regulation and human control.
 Climate-related disasters: sustainability, vulnerability, governance, technology and intergenerational justice.
 Digital Public Infrastructure: inclusion, public goods, state capacity, innovation and access.
 Women in leadership: equality, representation, social change, empowerment and institutions.

How to maintain the five banks without creating another burden
 Keep entries short. Use keywords and one-line explanations, not long paragraphs.
 Update weekly. Thirty to forty minutes once a week is enough if you remain consistent.
 Cross-reference. Write beside an example the multiple themes where it can be used.
 Revise actively. Pick one previous essay topic and see which items from your banks can be used.
 Do not hoard material. The aim is quick recall and intelligent use, not the largest notebook.

WEEKLY PREPARATION EXERCISE

Take one previous UPSC essay topic. Do not write the full essay. Spend 15 minutes decoding the topic, identifying six to eight 
dimensions, selecting examples from your banks, choosing one thinker or value, and thinking of a possible introduction and 
conclusion.

3. How to Choose the Right Essay Topic

Your essay begins before you write the introduction. It begins when you choose the topic. A topic may look easy but give you 
very little to say after a few pages. Another may look philosophical but become comfortable once you understand the 
statement. Topic selection is therefore the first major decision of the paper.

The best topic is not the one that looks most impressive. It is the one on which you can think clearly, write 
comfortably and sustain a meaningful argument till the end.
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3.1 Read every topic slowly
Do not select the first familiar topic. Read every topic at least twice. Identify the important words and, more importantly, the 
relationship between them.

EXAMPLE

Topic: "Technology increases human power but not necessarily human wisdom."
This is not simply an essay on technology. The real relationship is between technological capability, human judgement and 
responsibility. If you write only the advantages and disadvantages of technology, you will miss the deeper demand.

3.2 Rewrite the topic in simple language
Try to complete the sentence: "In simple words, this topic is saying that..." If you cannot do this confidently, selecting the topic 
is risky.

 Topic: Freedom without responsibility can become destructive. Simple meaning: freedom is necessary, but its use must 
consider the impact on others and society.

 Topic: Progress is meaningful only when it improves the human condition. Simple meaning: material or technological 
advancement is not enough unless it improves human life.

 Topic: The greatest victories are those won without defeating another. Simple meaning: cooperation, persuasion, 
reconciliation and self-control can be more meaningful than domination.

3.3 Find the hidden question
A strong essay topic usually contains a hidden question. Finding it helps you identify what the essay should actually explore.

 Technology is a useful servant but a dangerous master. Hidden question: how can human beings use technology without 
becoming controlled by it?

 Education begins with curiosity, not information. Hidden question: is education about collecting information or 
developing the desire and ability to understand?

 The cost of being wrong is less than the cost of doing nothing. Hidden question: can thoughtful action under uncertainty 
be better than paralysis caused by fear of failure?

3.4 Generate six to eight possible dimensions
For every shortlisted topic, spend about half a minute writing possible dimensions. This is not the final structure. It is a test of 
whether the topic gives you enough scope.

 Individual life and behaviour
 Family and society
 Economy and work
 Polity and governance
 Ethics and values
 Science and technology
 Environment
 History
 Global context
 Future generations

If you can see many relevant dimensions, the topic has room to grow. If you have only one angle and keep repeating it, 
reconsider the topic.
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3.5 Test your examples
Ask whether you can think of at least four or five useful examples from different fields. Do not choose a topic merely because 
you remember one brilliant example. One example cannot sustain the whole essay.

A good mix may include one historical example, one constitutional or governance example, one science or technology 
example, one social example and one contemporary illustration. The exact mix will depend on the topic.

3.6 Check whether the topic allows balance
A mature essay should not read like a slogan. Even when you broadly agree with the statement, you should be able to see 
limitations, trade-offs or an alternative perspective.

BALANCE TEST

Ask: "What would an intelligent person who disagrees with me say?"
If you can answer that question, you are more likely to write a balanced essay rather than an emotional one-sided response.

3.7 Visualise the conclusion before selecting the topic
You do not need to know the exact last paragraph, but you should know the broad direction in which the essay will move. If 
you cannot see where the discussion will finally lead, the middle of the essay may become repetitive or directionless.

EXAMPLE OF DIRECTION

Topic: "Progress is impossible without change, but not every change is progress."
Possible direction: change is necessary; change can also create harm; therefore, change becomes progress when it improves 
human welfare and is guided by ethics, evidence, justice and sustainability.

Good signs while choosing a topic
 You can explain the topic in one simple sentence.
 You understand all the important words and the relationship between them.
 You can identify six to eight relevant dimensions.
 You can think of examples from different fields.
 You can imagine a reasonable counterargument.
 You can see a broad direction for the conclusion.
 Ideas come naturally rather than through forced memorised material.

Warning signs
 One key word is unclear to you.
 You have only one or two arguments and keep repeating them.
 All your examples come from one subject or one current affair.
 Your reaction to the topic is emotional or absolute.
 You know how to start but do not know how the essay will end.
 You are selecting the topic mainly because it sounds sophisticated.

A simple five-minute selection routine
1. Read all the topics and shortlist two or three.

2. Rewrite each shortlisted topic mentally in simple language.

3. Quickly list possible dimensions for each.
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4. Check your examples and possible counter-view.

5. Choose the topic you understand best and can develop most naturally.

Choose the topic where your mind opens up, not the topic whose language impresses you.

4. How to Decode a Philosophical Topic

Philosophical topics often look difficult because the language is abstract. The solution is not to search for a memorised 
quotation. The solution is to break the statement into smaller parts and understand the relationship between them.

Use this five-step decoding method
1. Identify the key words.

2. Define each key word in simple language.

3. Ask how the key words are connected.

4. Find the tension or hidden question inside the statement.

5. Write a one-line thesis that gives your broad interpretation.

RUNNING EXAMPLE

Topic: "Progress is meaningful only when it improves the human condition."

Step 1: Understand "progress"
Progress may be economic, scientific, technological, social, political or moral. This immediately tells you that the essay is 
broader than GDP growth or technology.

Step 2: Understand "meaningful"
Meaningful means valuable in a deeper sense. The statement suggests that progress should not be judged only by measurable 
expansion such as income, infrastructure or speed. It should create real value in human life.

Step 3: Understand "human condition"
The human condition may include dignity, freedom, health, security, opportunity, relationships, justice, environment and 
quality of life.

Step 4: Find the hidden question
Is every form of growth automatically progress? Can a society become richer or more technologically advanced while people 
remain insecure, excluded or deprived? What makes advancement truly worthwhile?

Step 5: Build a thesis
A possible thesis is: progress becomes meaningful when material advancement is aligned with human dignity, inclusion, 
freedom and sustainability.

WHY THIS METHOD WORKS

Once you have the key words, the relationship, the tension and the thesis, the philosophical statement stops being mysterious. It 
becomes a set of questions that you can explore with real examples.
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Move from literal meaning to larger meaning
Some philosophical topics use an image, metaphor or paradox. Begin with the literal meaning, but do not remain there. Ask 
what larger human or social idea the statement represents.

MINI EXAMPLE

Topic: "Forests precede civilizations and deserts follow them."
Literal level: forests, environmental degradation and deserts.
Larger level: unsustainable development, exploitation of nature, rise and decline of societies, greed versus restraint, and 
intergenerational justice.

Do not turn philosophy into vague moral preaching
A philosophical essay still needs analysis. Avoid writing only broad statements such as "we should be good" or "society must 
change". Explain why the problem exists, how it appears in different areas of life, what the trade-offs are, and what a balanced 
position looks like.

For a philosophical topic, first simplify the language, then deepen the meaning.

5. Brainstorming: From One Topic to a Full Essay

Brainstorming is not writing whatever comes to mind. It is organised expansion. You take one central idea and examine it 
through different relevant windows.

The DIMENSIONS method
You do not have to use every dimension in every essay. The purpose of the list is to prevent your thinking from becoming 
narrow. Use only those dimensions that genuinely help answer the topic.

Individual

How does the issue affect choice, character, freedom, aspiration, responsibility, happiness or identity?

Society

How does it affect family, community, inequality, gender, social trust, inclusion, culture or social change?

Economy

What are the implications for growth, jobs, productivity, markets, poverty, distribution or welfare?

Polity and Governance

What does it mean for rights, institutions, democracy, accountability, state capacity or public policy?

Ethics

What questions of justice, dignity, responsibility, fairness, means and ends or compassion arise?

Science and Technology

Does innovation expand opportunities or create new risks involving access, privacy, disruption or human control?

Environment

What are the implications for sustainability, ecological limits and intergenerational equity?
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History

How has the idea changed over time? What can reform movements, industrialisation or democratic change teach us?

Global

How does the issue relate to international cooperation, inequality, conflict, climate change or global commons?

Future

What kind of society should we build, and what principles should guide future action?

How to use the dimensions without forcing them
Start by writing all dimensions that come naturally. Then remove weak or repetitive ones. A strong essay may use six relevant 
dimensions rather than ten forced dimensions. Relevance is more important than coverage.

RUNNING EXAMPLE: PROGRESS AND THE HUMAN CONDITION

 Individual: does progress increase freedom, health, security and meaningful opportunity?
 Society: does it reduce exclusion or deepen inequality?
 Economy: does growth create jobs and capabilities, or only aggregate wealth?
 Technology: does innovation improve life while preserving human control and dignity?
 Environment: can present progress be called meaningful if it imposes large costs on future generations?
 Ethics: who benefits, who bears the cost, and what standards should guide progress?

The 8-minute rough-work template
1. Decode the key words.

2. Write your central thesis in one sentence.

3. List six to eight relevant dimensions.

4. Add one or two examples under the strongest dimensions.

5. Add one counter-view, limitation or trade-off.

6. Arrange the dimensions in a logical order.

7. Decide the broad approach for the introduction and the conclusion.

Do not write complete sentences during rough work. Use short keywords. The rough sheet is a planning tool, not a second 
answer booklet.

A SIMPLE ORDER WHEN YOU ARE CONFUSED

Start with the most obvious meaning of the topic. Move from the individual to society and institutions. Then explore economic, 
technological, ethical or environmental dimensions as relevant. Introduce the counter-view. Resolve the tension. End by moving 
towards future principles.

6. How to Construct the Introduction

The introduction should do three jobs: bring the reader into the theme, clarify the meaning of the topic, and give a sense of 
the direction of your argument. It should not become a separate mini-essay.

What a good introduction should achieve
 Create interest without becoming dramatic.
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 Show that you understand the topic.
 Introduce the central tension or question.
 Prepare the reader for the direction of the essay.
 Remain concise enough to leave space for the main body.

Five safe ways to begin

Method 1: Short anecdote

Use a real or illustrative incident that naturally reveals the theme. Keep the story short. The purpose is to open the idea, not 
to entertain the reader.

Method 2: Simple paradox

Begin with a contrast inside the topic: more technology but more loneliness, more growth but unequal opportunity, more 
information but less understanding. A paradox works well when the topic itself contains a tension.

Method 3: Definition with interpretation

Define the key idea in your own words and immediately connect it to the deeper argument. Avoid copying a dictionary 
definition.

Method 4: Historical movement

Begin with how an idea changed over time, and then bring the reader to the present. This works well for themes such as 
freedom, democracy, development, education or technology.

Method 5: Contemporary observation

Use a current phenomenon that illustrates the central tension. Do not allow the introduction to turn the entire essay into a 
current-affairs answer.

Model opening for the running topic

A society may build taller buildings, faster computers and larger economies, yet still leave many people without 
dignity, opportunity or security. This contrast reminds us that progress cannot be measured only by the speed of 
material change. It becomes meaningful when advancement enlarges human freedom, reduces avoidable 
suffering and enables people to live better lives. The real question, therefore, is not whether societies are 
progressing, but what kind of progress they are pursuing.

Why this introduction works
 It enters the theme through a simple contrast.
 It explains what "meaningful progress" means.
 It introduces the human-condition dimension.
 It ends with the central question that the main body will explore.

What not to do in the introduction
 Do not force a quotation. If you cannot explain it or connect it naturally, leave it out.
 Do not begin with vague lines. Phrases such as "since time immemorial" usually add no value.
 Do not give a dictionary definition and stop there. Interpret the idea in the context of the topic.
 Do not list all your arguments. The introduction should create direction, not exhaustion.
 Do not make the introduction too long. A strong opening should invite the reader into the essay, not consume the space 

needed for the argument.

INTRODUCTION CHECK
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After drafting the introduction, ask: "If the examiner reads only this opening, will the examiner understand what the topic means 
and what broad question my essay is going to explore?"

7. Building the Main Body: The Essay Must Move

The main body is not a collection of independent points. It should feel like one continuous conversation. Each paragraph must 
add a new layer and should grow naturally from what came before it.

Use the PEEL paragraph method
 Point: State the main idea of the paragraph.
 Explain: Clarify why the idea matters and how it relates to the topic.
 Example: Use an event, institution, thinker, fact, story or everyday illustration.
 Link: Connect the paragraph back to the essay theme and, when possible, towards the next paragraph.

A good paragraph

Economic growth is an important part of progress because it creates resources for education, health and 
employment. However, growth alone does not guarantee an improved human condition. When opportunities 
remain concentrated, rising national income may coexist with deprivation. This is why development must be 
judged not only by the amount of wealth created but also by the capabilities and freedoms that people actually 
enjoy.

Notice the movement: the paragraph begins with a positive claim, introduces a limitation, explains the consequence, and 
returns to the larger theme. The paragraph is doing more than presenting a fact.

A simple order for the main body
1. Begin with the most obvious interpretation of the topic so that the reader is comfortable.

2. Gradually move into deeper social, political, economic, ethical or philosophical dimensions.

3. Use examples from different domains instead of remaining trapped in one subject.

4. Introduce a limitation, counter-view or trade-off in the middle or later part of the essay.

5. Resolve the tension through a balanced position rather than an extreme conclusion.

6. Move towards constructive principles and the future before writing the conclusion.

Three ways to arrange the essay when you need a clear structure

Structure A: From simple to complex

Begin with the most direct meaning, then move to deeper dimensions, then to counter-view and synthesis. This is the safest 
structure for many philosophical topics.

Structure B: From individual to world

Move from individual life to society, institutions, economy, technology, environment and global implications. This works when 
the topic has wide social relevance.
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Structure C: Past, present and future

Use history to show how the idea evolved, examine its present form, and conclude with principles for the future. This works 
well when the topic has a clear historical journey.

IMPORTANT

These are organising tools, not fixed templates. Do not force a structure onto a topic. The structure must follow the demand of 
the topic.

How to use examples inside the main body
An example should normally support a claim in one or two sentences. Explain what the example proves. Do not assume that 
the examiner will automatically understand why you mentioned it.

WEAK USE OF EXAMPLE

"ISRO has achieved many successful missions."
This is only a statement. It does not show how the example supports the argument.

BETTER USE OF EXAMPLE

"India's space programme shows how long-term institutional investment can convert limited resources into scientific capability. 
It illustrates that progress depends not only on ambition but also on persistence, learning and organisational capacity."

8. How to Create Flow Between Paragraphs

Students often have good ideas but weak transitions. The result is an essay that feels like a list. Flow means that the reader 
understands why the next paragraph is coming.

Flow works at three levels
 Within a paragraph: sentences should build one clear idea rather than jump between unrelated points.
 Between paragraphs: the end of one paragraph should prepare the reader for the next.
 Across the essay: the overall argument should move from understanding to exploration, balance and synthesis.

Useful bridge phrases
 Yet the question is not merely economic...
 This becomes even more important at the social level...
 The same tension appears in the use of technology...
 However, this argument has an important limitation...
 A balanced view therefore requires...
 This brings us to the larger ethical question...
 In the long run, the answer lies in...

Do not use bridge phrases mechanically. They should reflect a real connection between the ideas.

FLOW TEST

Before writing the next paragraph, ask: "Why is this paragraph coming now?" If you cannot answer, your sequence may need to 
change.
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Example of weak and improved flow
Weak flow: one paragraph discusses economic growth, the next suddenly moves to social media, the next to Gandhi, and the 
next to climate change. All may be relevant individually, but the essay feels scattered.

Improved flow: explain material progress first; then ask whether its benefits reach society; move from inclusion to the ethical 
question of dignity and justice; then show how technology can enlarge or reduce human capability; finally connect present 
choices with environmental sustainability and future generations. The dimensions now form a journey.

9. Balance: A Strong Essay Must See the Other Side

Balance does not mean that every argument deserves equal weight. It means that you recognise complexity. Even when you 
broadly agree with a statement, ask where it may become incomplete, exaggerated or difficult to apply.

How to find the counter-view
 Ask what benefits the opposite side may have.
 Ask whether your argument has limits or exceptions.
 Ask what practical trade-offs are involved.
 Ask whether the same idea produces different effects in different contexts.
 Ask whether short-term costs may create long-term benefits, or the reverse.

Counter-view for the running topic
 Material progress matters because health, education, infrastructure and welfare require economic capacity.
 Technological change may create short-term disruption but long-term gains.
 Different societies may define a better human condition differently.
 Progress sometimes requires difficult trade-offs between present costs and future gains.

The balanced position is therefore not that economic growth is bad or technology is dangerous. A stronger conclusion is that 
material and technological progress are necessary, but they become truly meaningful when guided by human welfare, justice, 
freedom and sustainability.

Common tensions that can help you create balance
 Freedom versus responsibility
 Rights versus duties
 Growth versus distribution
 Development versus environment
 Innovation versus regulation
 Efficiency versus fairness
 Individual interest versus social good
 Present needs versus future generations
 State action versus personal autonomy
 Global integration versus local resilience

BALANCE FORMULA

Acknowledge the strength of the first view. Identify its limitation. Present the counter-view. Examine its limitation as well. Then 
arrive at a synthesis that responds to the exact topic.
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10. How to Write the Conclusion

The conclusion should show that the essay has reached a destination. It should not suddenly introduce a new argument, and it 
should not simply repeat the introduction in different words.

A good conclusion usually does four things
 Returns to the central idea without copying the opening.
 Resolves the main tension of the essay.
 Ends with a constructive or forward-looking principle.
 Leaves the reader with a sense of completeness.

Three safe ways to conclude

Method 1: Synthesis

Bring the different sides together and state the balanced position you have reached.

Method 2: Larger principle

Move from the specific topic to a broader value such as dignity, freedom, responsibility, justice, sustainability or human 
flourishing.

Method 3: Future direction

End by stating the principle that should guide future action rather than by giving a long list of policy solutions.

Model conclusion for the running topic

Human history shows that societies will continue to seek greater knowledge, wealth and technological power. 
The challenge is to ensure that these achievements remain instruments of human flourishing rather than ends in 
themselves. Progress acquires meaning when it expands dignity, freedom, opportunity and responsibility across 
generations. The task before every society is therefore not simply to move faster, but to move in a direction that 
makes life more humane.

What not to do
 Do not introduce a completely new issue in the last paragraph.
 Do not end with vague statements such as "government and society must work together" unless the line is clearly 

connected to the argument.
 Do not suddenly become emotional or rhetorical.
 Do not copy the introduction.
 Do not end abruptly because time is over. Protect time for the conclusion.

CONCLUSION TEST

Ask: "Does my last paragraph answer the central question that I identified before writing the essay?"
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11. Common Mistakes and How to Fix Them

Mistake 1: Writing a General Studies answer in essay form
Why it hurts your essay: The essay becomes a collection of headings, schemes, reports and bullet-like points. The reader sees 
information but not a continuous argument.

How to fix it: Use facts selectively. Write in connected paragraphs. Keep returning to the philosophical or analytical core of 
the topic.

Mistake 2: Repeating the same idea in different language
Why it hurts your essay: The essay looks long but does not actually progress. This often happens when brainstorming was 
weak.

How to fix it: Before writing each paragraph, ask what new idea it adds. If the answer is "nothing new", merge it or replace it.

Mistake 3: Using quotations as decoration
Why it hurts your essay: A quotation may sound impressive but becomes useless if you do not explain its meaning or 
relevance.

How to fix it: Use a quotation only when you understand it and can connect it directly to the argument. Paraphrasing a thinker 
accurately is perfectly acceptable.

Mistake 4: Overloading current affairs
Why it hurts your essay: The essay starts reading like a monthly current-affairs compilation. The deeper idea disappears.

How to fix it: Use current examples as evidence. Do not allow them to become the structure of the essay.

Mistake 5: Writing only India-specific content on a universal topic
Why it hurts your essay: Many philosophical topics concern human behaviour, society or civilisation more broadly.

How to fix it: Use India where relevant, but also use historical, global, ethical and everyday examples when the topic demands 
a wider perspective.

Mistake 6: Becoming excessively moralistic
Why it hurts your essay: Statements such as "people should be good" or "government should act" do not explain the 
problem.

How to fix it: Show causes, consequences, trade-offs, incentives and institutional constraints before suggesting what should 
be done.

Mistake 7: Ignoring counterarguments
Why it hurts your essay: The essay becomes one-sided and predictable.

How to fix it: Introduce at least one serious limitation or alternative view, and respond to it fairly.

Mistake 8: Using examples that are too long
Why it hurts your essay: The example takes over the paragraph and the argument disappears.

How to fix it: State the example briefly, then immediately explain what it proves.

Mistake 9: Forcing every dimension into every essay
Why it hurts your essay: The essay becomes mechanical and irrelevant.
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How to fix it: Choose only the dimensions that help answer the exact topic. Six strong dimensions are better than ten weak 
ones.

Mistake 10: Writing a strong introduction but losing structure in the middle
Why it hurts your essay: The first page looks excellent, but later paragraphs become disconnected because there was no clear 
rough plan.

How to fix it: Prepare the order of the essay before writing. Keep checking whether each paragraph moves the argument 
forward.

Mistake 11: Ending abruptly
Why it hurts your essay: A weak ending leaves the examiner without a sense of closure even if the main body was good.

How to fix it: Reserve time for a short but complete conclusion. Decide its broad idea before you begin writing the essay.

12. Practice Exercise: Train the Process, Not Just Full Essays

Many students write full essays too early and repeat the same mistakes. Before writing complete essays regularly, train the 
smaller skills separately: topic selection, decoding, brainstorming, introduction, paragraph construction, counter-view and 
conclusion.

PRACTICE TOPIC

"Technology expands human choices, but wisdom determines how those choices are used."

15-minute exercise
1. Paraphrase the topic in one simple sentence.

2. Write the hidden question.

3. Write a one-line thesis.

4. List six relevant dimensions.

5. Write one example under any four dimensions.

6. Write one counter-view or limitation.

7. Draft the first four lines of the introduction.

8. Draft the last four lines of the conclusion.

A possible rough plan for self-checking
 Simple meaning: technology gives us more options and power, but good outcomes depend on human judgement.
 Hidden question: how can society ensure that expanding technological capability is guided by wisdom and responsibility?
 Possible thesis: technology expands what humans can do; ethics, institutions and education determine whether those 

abilities improve human life.
 Dimensions: individual behaviour, education, economy, democracy, privacy, ethics, environment and global security.
 Counter-view: technology itself can also shape human behaviour and institutions, so the burden cannot be placed only on 

individual wisdom.
 Possible conclusion direction: the task is not to slow innovation but to align technological power with human judgement, 

accountability and public purpose.

Your plan does not need to match this exactly. The exercise is successful if your ideas are relevant, diverse, connected and 
capable of producing a balanced argument.



IAS PASS | UPSC ESSAY STUDENT GUIDE

www.iaspass.com  |  +91 88516 18168  |  Your PASS to enter IAS  |  Page 18

WHY THIS EXERCISE MATTERS

If you can organise the essay before writing the first paragraph, much of the difficulty has already been removed. The quality of 
the final essay depends heavily on the quality of thinking done before writing begins.

13. The 10-Minute Pre-Writing Routine on Exam Day

Planning time is not wasted writing time. Ten disciplined minutes can prevent repetition, confusion and a weak middle. Use 
short keywords, not full sentences.

Minute 1-2: Decode the topic
Underline the key words mentally, rewrite the statement in simple language and identify the hidden tension or question.

Minute 3: Write the thesis
Write one sentence that captures your broad interpretation. This is your compass. You may refine it while writing, but it 
should give the essay a direction.

Minute 4-6: List dimensions and examples
Write six to eight possible dimensions, then place short example cues under the strongest ones. Remove dimensions that 
repeat each other.

Minute 7: Add counter-view and synthesis
Write one serious limitation, alternative perspective or trade-off. Then note how you may resolve it.

Minute 8: Arrange the order
Number your dimensions in the order in which the essay should move. This single step greatly improves flow.

Minute 9: Decide the introduction approach
Choose whether you will begin with an anecdote, paradox, definition, historical movement or contemporary observation. Do 
not draft the entire introduction on rough paper.

Minute 10: Decide the conclusion idea
Write two or three keywords that capture the principle with which you want to end. This prevents an abrupt conclusion later.

EXAM-DAY RULE

Do not begin writing because you are anxious to fill the first page. A short plan saves time later by reducing repetition and 
rewriting.

14. Final Checklist Before You Move to the Next Essay

Use this checklist during practice. With repetition, it will become automatic. You will not need to consciously ask every 
question in the examination hall.
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Topic and relevance
 Have I remained faithful to the exact statement?
 Have I answered the hidden question rather than writing generally on the subject?
 Is my central argument visible throughout the essay?

Structure and flow
 Does each paragraph add something new?
 Is the order of paragraphs logical?
 Do transitions explain why the next paragraph is coming?
 Does the essay move from exploration towards synthesis?

Content and examples
 Have I used examples from more than one domain?
 Are examples short and clearly connected to the argument?
 Have I used thinkers or quotations only where I understand them?

Balance
 Have I shown at least one serious counter-view or limitation?
 Have I avoided extreme, emotional or absolute claims?
 Have I resolved the tension rather than merely presenting two sides?

Language and conclusion
 Is the language simple and precise?
 Have I avoided unnecessary jargon?
 Does the conclusion answer the central question?
 Does the essay end with a sense of completeness?

A good essay is not a display of everything you know. It is a disciplined presentation of what is relevant, in the 
right order, with a clear mind.

15. How to Improve Essay Writing Over Time

Do not wait until you feel like a "good writer" before practising. Essay writing improves through repeated thinking, writing, 
feedback and rewriting. The most efficient approach is to practise small skills frequently and full essays less frequently at the 
beginning.

A simple weekly practice routine
 Topic selection practice: Take four or five topics and spend five minutes deciding which one you would choose and why.
 Decoding practice: Take two philosophical topics and write the key words, hidden question and thesis.
 Brainstorming practice: Take one topic and generate dimensions and examples in eight minutes.
 Introduction practice: Write two different introductions for the same topic using different methods.
 Paragraph practice: Write two PEEL-style paragraphs with examples and transitions.
 Conclusion practice: Write one balanced conclusion without repeating the introduction.
 Full essay: Write a complete essay periodically, then review it using the checklist in this guide.
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How to review your own essay
After writing, do not ask only whether the language sounds good. Review the structure. Mark where the essay changes 
dimension. Circle repeated ideas. Underline examples. Identify the counter-view. Read the introduction and conclusion 
together and check whether the essay actually travelled from the first to the last.

If possible, rewrite one weak paragraph after feedback. Improvement often comes faster from rewriting a poor paragraph well 
than from immediately writing another full essay.

THE MINDSET TO BUILD

When you see an unfamiliar topic in the examination hall, the aim is not to panic and search your memory for a model essay. The 
aim is to apply a method: understand, decode, think, organise, write, balance and conclude.

One-Page Revision Formula

Use this page before every practice essay until the process becomes automatic.

READ: Understand the exact topic. Do not rush into the first familiar interpretation.

DECODE: Break the statement into key words and identify the relationship and central tension.

PARAPHRASE: Rewrite the topic in one simple sentence.

QUESTION: Find the hidden question the essay must answer.

THESIS: Write your broad position in one sentence.

BRAINSTORM: Generate relevant dimensions and examples.

BALANCE: Add a counter-view, limitation or trade-off.

ARRANGE: Decide the order of the essay before writing.

INTRODUCE: Enter the theme naturally and establish direction.

DEVELOP: Use connected paragraphs: Point, Explain, Example, Link.

CONNECT: Use transitions so the essay feels like one conversation.

CONCLUDE: Resolve the central tension and end with a larger principle or future direction.

FINAL REMINDER

You do not need extraordinary English. You need a clear mind, relevant material, logical order, smooth connection and balanced 
judgement.
The aim is not to predict the topic. The aim is to become capable of handling the topic you receive.
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