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How to prepare one knowledge base for two examination stages through PYQs,
testing, evaluation, revision and mentorship.

THE INTEGRATED PREPARATION PRINCIPLE

LEARN VIEW
Build the core concept once. Process it through Prelims and Mains lenses.

TEST DIAGNOSE
Attempt both objective and written formats. Classify the error, not just the score.

CORRECT REVISE
Use evaluation and mentorship to change the Retest until the weakness reduces.
next cycle.

ONE SYLLABUS. TWO STAGES. ONE PREPARATION CYCLE.
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A. How to Use This Guide

This is a preparation-method guide, not a substitute for the official UPSC natification or syllabus. Read it once from
beginning to end; then return to the testing, error-log and mentorship pages while planning each subject cycle.

SCOPE OF THIS GUIDE

The focus is General Studies integration: Prelims General Studies Paper | and Mains General Studies Papers I-IV. CSAT,
Essay and the Optional Subject require dedicated preparation even when they are coordinated with the wider study plan.

Three layers are deliberately separated

- Official examination facts are drawn from the latest UPSC Civil Services Examination scheme available at the time of
publication (CSE 2026).

- Strategy recommendations are drawn from the UPSC War Room 2027 session held on 21 September 2026 and are
presented as preparation guidance, not as UPSC rules.

- lllustrative examples are used only to show how the same topic can produce different Prelims and Mains outputs.

IMPORTANT FOR 2027

UPSC can revise examination rules or syllabus provisions. Candidates should read the Civil Services Examination 2027
notification when it is issued and treat that notification as controlling in case of any change.

Official examination context at a glance

Official structure What this means for preparation
Prelims Two compulsory objective papers of 200 Accuracy, recall, differentiation, elimination and time-
marks each; General Studies Paper Il is bound decision-making matter.

qualifying with 33% minimum.

Mains written Nine conventional papers; two are qualifying. Knowledge must be selected, structured, analysed and
Merit papers include Essay, GS I-IV and two expressed under word and time limits.
Optional papers.

Merit Written merit papers total 1750 marks; Mains preparation cannot be treated as an afterthought
Personality Test carries 275 marks. after clearing Prelims.

WHY INTEGRATION IS LOGICAL

UPSC describes Mains as testing depth of understanding and the ability to analyse relevant issues, while Prelims uses
objective questions as a screening stage. The subject base overlaps substantially; the required output changes.

1. Why Prelims and Mains Should Be Prepared Together

Integrated preparation does not mean that Prelims and Mains are identical. It means that the same topic is first
understood as a coherent whole and then processed for two different examination demands.

Prelims lens Mains lens
Recognise the correct statement or option. Explain and analyse the issue in your own words.

Recall precise facts, provisions, locations and distinctions. Generate dimensions, arguments, examples and a balanced
way forward.

Use elimination when certainty is incomplete. Select relevant content and structure it within the word limit.

Avoid traps, overthinking and factual confusion. Avoid description without analysis, weak prioritisation and
poor articulation.
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CENTRAL PRINCIPLE
Build the knowledge together. Train the output separately.

What integration does not mean
- It does not mean splitting every day 50:50 between Prelims and Mains.
- It does not mean forcing every fact into a Mains answer or turning every Mains theme into a factual list.
- It does not mean ignoring CSAT, Optional, Essay or Ethics while studying GS.
- It does not mean completing multiple sources before beginning question practice.

What integration does mean
- Study the core concept once and create one dependable knowledge base.
- Extract the exact facts and distinctions that can become objective questions.
- Reorganise the same topic into analytical dimensions for written answers.
- Attach current developments to permanent syllabus themes rather than maintaining disconnected information.
- Use PYQs and tests to check whether the topic can actually be retrieved and applied.

2. The Problem with Fragmented Preparation

A fragmented preparation pattern often looks productive because material keeps accumulating. The problem appears
later, when the student must retrieve and apply that material under examination conditions.

Recurring gap What it looks like What corrects it

Knowledge gap The chapter has been read, but the underlying Relearn the concept; resolve the doubt before
concept is unclear. adding more material.

Revision gap The topic feels familiar, but key points cannot be ~ Compact notes, spaced revision and retrieval
recalled without notes. practice.

Application gap Information is known, but an unfamiliar MCQ or PYQs, mixed practice and timed testing.

analytical question cannot be handled.

Testing gap Weaknesses are discovered only after large Begin testing while preparation is still underway.
portions of the syllabus are finished.

READINESS TEST

Content completion is not the same as examination readiness. A topic becomes useful only when you can retrieve, select
and apply it in the format UPSC demands.

3. The Integrated Preparation Cycle

Every important topic can be processed through the same sequence. The exact time spent on each step will vary by
subject, but the order is more important than a rigid hourly formula.

CORE CONCEPT PYQ MAP PRELIMS LENS MAINS LENS CURRENT LINK TEST

DIAGNOSE CORRECT REVISE RETEST
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Step 1: Core concept

Understand what the topic means, why it exists, how it works and where it sits in the syllabus. Do not begin with isolated
facts if the basic mechanism is still unclear.

Step 2: PYQ map

Study previous questions before and during preparation. PYQs show how UPSC converts broad syllabus language into
actual examination demands.

Step 3: Prelims lens

Extract definitions, constitutional or statutory provisions, institutions, locations, chronology, classifications, factual
distinctions and likely statement traps.

Step 4: Mains lens

Prepare the issue, causes, significance, consequences, challenges, competing perspectives, examples and a defensible
way forward. Identify the directive words used in PYQs.

Step 5: Current-affairs linkage

Attach only relevant current developments to the static theme. The current event should strengthen the permanent topic,
not become a separate pile of notes.

Steps 6-10: Test, diagnose, correct, revise, retest

Testing should reveal the specific reason for an error. The next study cycle should then change because of that
diagnosis. Retesting is what confirms whether the correction actually worked.

EXAM ORIENTATION
4. PYQs: The Backbone of Integrated Preparation
]

The syllabus tells you the area. PYQs show the form, depth and recurring patterns of questioning. Use them as a study-
design tool, not merely as a final revision exercise.

- What has UPSC already asked from this theme?

- Which sub-areas recur and which are rarely tested?

- Was the Prelims demand factual, conceptual, map-based, chronology-based or statement-based?
- Which option traps or close distinctions appeared?

- Which Mains dimensions and directive words were repeatedly used?

- Has the nature of questioning changed over time?

PYQ RULE
Do not use PYQs only after studying a topic. Use them to decide how the topic should be studied.

APPLICATION
5. The Five-Lens Method for Every Topic
]

Lens 1: Core Concept

Begin with meaning, mechanism and context. Example: for inter-State river water disputes, understand the federal
setting, the nature of upstream-downstream conflict, the constitutional framework and the role of statutory adjudicatory
mechanisms.

PRELIMS DISTINCTION

Article 262 deals with adjudication of disputes relating to waters of inter-State rivers or river valleys and permits Parliament
to limit court jurisdiction in such disputes. Article 263 concerns an Inter-State Council. Do not confuse the two.

Lens 2: Prelims

- Definitions and key terms.
- Constitutional provisions and statutory distinctions.
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- Institutions and their functions.

- Locations, maps and geographical linkages.
- Chronology, reports and organisations.

- Similar-looking concepts and likely traps.

PRELIMS QUESTION
If UPSC gives me three or four statements on this topic, which distinctions would allow me to eliminate with confidence?

Lens 3: Mains

- What is the issue and why has it emerged?

- What are its political, economic, social, environmental or administrative implications?

- What are the major challenges and competing interests?

- Which examples, constitutional provisions, judgments, committees or current developments add value?
- What reforms or principles can form a balanced way forward?

Lens 4: Current Affairs

Treat current affairs as an update layer inside the static syllabus. This improves recall and reduces duplication during
revision.

Lens 5: PYQ and Testing

Close the topic by attempting relevant objective questions and at least one written framework or answer. A topic that has
never been retrieved under pressure is not yet tested knowledge.

6. One Topic, Two Examination Outputs

Project Cheetah is a useful example because the same subject base can generate both location-and-fact questions and
broader analytical questions.

Prelims lens Mains lens

Kuno National Park and Gandhi Sagar Wildlife Sanctuary; Species reintroduction; habitat and prey suitability;
chronology of translocations; protected-area distinctions; metapopulation planning; genetic diversity; grassland and
state/location mapping; institutional actors such as MOEFCC  open-ecosystem restoration; community participation;
and NTCA. monitoring and long-term viability.

EVERGREEN-NOTE RULE

For a living conservation project, keep the structural facts in your base notes and update volatile numbers or current status
close to the examination from official sources.

7. How to Make Integrated Notes

The goal is not to create more notes. The goal is to build one note architecture that can generate different outputs when
you revise for Prelims and Mains.

Core Concept A short explanation of the issue, mechanism and syllabus location.

Prelims Zone Definitions, provisions, institutions, maps, locations, chronology, factual distinctions and likely
traps.

Mains Zone Causes, significance, consequences, challenges, examples, judgments/committees where

relevant, and way forward.

Current Addition Only developments that strengthen the static theme; date them so stale material can be removed.
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Note block What it should contain

PYQ Linkage Relevant Prelims and Mains PYQs and the pattern they reveal.

Testing Record MCQ errors, answer-writing weaknesses and the specific correction needed.

Do not duplicate entire notebooks

A practical method is to maintain the analytical body of the note as the main base and create a clearly marked Prelims
recall box for exact facts and distinctions. Current-affairs updates can be added beside the static theme rather than
stored in a separate disconnected file.

QUICK NOTE CHECK

Can this one page help me answer: What must | recognise in Prelims? What must | explain in Mains? What has changed
recently? What did UPSC ask before? What did | personally get wrong?

8. Testing Must Be Part of Preparation

Testing is not only a final measurement after syllabus completion. Used correctly, it is a preparation method: it forces
retrieval, exposes weak distinctions, reveals answer-construction problems and creates revision priorities.

STUDY TEST DIAGNOSE CORRECT REVISE RETEST

When an MCQ goes wrong, classify the reason
- Concept error: the underlying idea was misunderstood.
- Fact error: the concept was known but an exact detail was missing or confused.
- Elimination error: enough information was available, but option elimination was weak.
- Overthinking: a correct first reading was abandoned without adequate reason.
- Misreading: a qualifier, pair, chronology or demand in the question was overlooked.

When a Mains answer is weak, classify the reason
- Question-demand error: relevant knowledge was written, but the directive or exact demand was not answered.
- Dimension error: the answer was too narrow.
- Structure error: content existed but was poorly ordered.
- Evidence error: examples, provisions or contemporary linkages were insufficient or misused.
- Recall error: the topic had been studied but could not be retrieved in time.
- Time-management error: the answer or paper could not be completed within the available time.

TESTING RULE
A score tells you what happened. Diagnosis tells you what to change.

9. Why an Integrated Prelims-Mains Test Series Matters

If preparation is integrated but testing remains fragmented, the cycle is incomplete. A student may understand a topic
well yet make factual mistakes in objective questions, or solve MCQs correctly but struggle to build a 150- or 250-word
written answer. Recent General Studies papers continue to use these word limits for different sets of questions, so
selection and compression of content matter.

INTEGRATED READINESS
Integrated study + integrated testing + continuous feedback = a more complete picture of exam readiness.
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What integrated testing should check

Layer Diagnostic question

Conceptual clarity
Prelims precision
Elimination ability

Mains application

Answer construction
Recall under pressure

Revision strength

Do | understand the topic, or have | only memorised notes?

Can | recall exact provisions, locations, institutions, chronology and distinctions?

Can | reject an incorrect or exaggerated statement even without perfect certainty?

Can | convert knowledge into causes, consequences, challenges, examples and way

forward?

Can | identify the demand, prioritise content and organise it within the word limit?

Can | retrieve without repeatedly reopening notes?

Can | still use earlier topics after the syllabus has moved forward?

The same topic should be tested in both formats

Take Parliamentary Committees. An objective test can examine composition, functions, procedural distinctions or
membership-related facts. A Mains test can examine legislative accountability, limitations and institutional improvement.
The knowledge base is connected, but the output is different.

Why testing should begin before full syllabus completion

Early testing makes method-errors visible while there is still time to correct them. It can reveal whether you are reading
too much, retaining too little, ignoring factual precision, misunderstanding directive words, over-attempting objective
questions or failing to complete written papers.

PREPARATION RULE
Do not wait to feel fully prepared before testing. Testing is one of the ways preparation becomes more complete.

10. Evaluation: Move from Marks to Error Diagnhosis

Evaluation becomes useful when it identifies the cause of performance, not merely the total marks. The same score can
come from very different problems and therefore requires different remedies.

Error type

Concept error

Fact error

Elimination error

Question-demand error

Dimension error

Structure error

Recall error

Time error

What it means

The basic idea is incorrect or incomplete.
The concept is clear but an exact fact is
missing/confused.

Knowledge was sufficient, but option handling
failed.

The answer contains information but does not
answer the exact task.

The answer is too narrow.

Good content is badly organised.

Studied content cannot be retrieved in time.

The student knows the answer but cannot
complete the paper.

Primary correction

Relearn the concept from a reliable source;
then retest.

Revise a compact fact box or comparison table.
Review why the wrong option looked attractive;
practise similar MCQs.

Rewrite the demand in simple words before
outlining the answer.

Use a short pre-answer framework to generate
relevant dimensions.

Practise sequencing: introduction, prioritised
body, resolution.

Use spaced retrieval and closed-book revision.

Timed sectional/full-length practice and
answer-length discipline.
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Every test should change the next preparation cycle

If the same error repeats across several tests, treat it as a preparation pattern rather than a one-off mistake. The
correction should be visible in the next test target.

POST-TEST SEQUENCE
Evaluate the paper. Identify the recurring pattern. Write the correction. Revise the relevant area. Retest the same skill.

11. The Error Log: A Small Tool with High Value

An error log should be short enough to revisit. Record only errors that teach you something about content, decision-
making, recall, answer construction or time use.

Test finding Likely reason Correction Next-test target

Low accuracy in Polity Confusion between similar Revise comparison table and Reduce avoidable provision

MCQs provisions relevant PYQs errors

Mains answers lack No pre-answer brainstorming Use a 60-90 second framework  Generate 4-5 relevant

dimensions before writing dimensions

Paper remains incomplete Too much time spent on early ~ Use timed sets and fixed Complete all questions
answers answer-length discipline

Repeated factual mistakes Weak spaced revision Review the error book before Do not repeat the same fact

the next test error

ERROR-LOG RULE
Track patterns, not every tiny mistake. The log should tell you what not to repeat.

12. Mentorship: Turning Test Performance into an
Improvement Plan

Testing identifies the symptom. Effective mentorship helps the student examine why the problem occurred and what
should change before the next test. In the War Room session, mentorship was presented as guidance on errors, study
method, understanding, interconnection and thinking - not as a substitute for self-study.

Why personalised diagnosis matters

Two students can receive the same marks for different reasons. One may lack content; another may misread questions.
One may be weak in elimination; another may over-attempt. In Mains, one may lack dimensions while another writes too
much and fails to prioritise. Generic advice such as “revise more” cannot solve all of these problems.

What a useful mentor interaction should examine
- Which questions were lost despite adequate knowledge?
- Which errors were conceptual, factual, recall-related or decision-related?
- Are objective-test mistakes concentrated in a particular subject or question type?
- Is the student over-attempting or under-attempting?
- Which Mains answers failed because of content, demand, structure or prioritisation?
- Is the student generating dimensions quickly enough before writing?
- Are examples, provisions, judgments, committees, data or current linkages being used appropriately?
- What one or two changes must be made before the next test?
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MENTORSHIP RULE

The purpose is not to discuss every question endlessly. The purpose is to identify recurring performance patterns and
convert them into a specific correction plan.

How mentorship helps Prelims
- Separate knowledge gaps from poor decision-making.
- Improve elimination by analysing why wrong options appeared attractive.
- Recognise overthinking and unnecessary answer changes.
- Develop an attempt strategy based on the student’s own accuracy pattern.
- Identify weak areas for targeted revision instead of adding another source.

How mentorship helps Mains

- Clarify the exact demand of directive words.

- Identify where writing becomes descriptive rather than analytical.

- Find missing dimensions and unnecessary content.

- Improve prioritisation, structure and use of evidence.

- Build word-limit and paper-completion discipline through repeated timed practice.

13. Cross-Stage Diagnosis: Connect Prelims and Mains
Weaknesses

The strongest use of integrated feedback is to connect performance across the two stages. A weakness visible in one
format may originate in the way the topic was studied.

Observed pattern What it may indicate What to change

Mains understanding is good, but The preparation may lack precision, Strengthen fact boxes, PYQs and
factual MCQs are repeatedly wrong. comparison and factual revision. spaced recall.

Prelims scores are good, but Mains The preparation may be fact-heavy and  Build causes, implications, examples
answers are thin. insufficiently analytical. and counter-perspectives.

Both stages are weak in the same topic.  The problem may be conceptual rather Relearn the core concept before more

than format-specific. testing.
Practice is fine, but timed tests Recall speed, pressure handling or time  Increase timed sectional and full-paper
collapse. allocation may be weak. practice.

Personal improvement tracker

Every test should end with a small, measurable next-test target. Improvement is easier to see when the target is specific
enough to verify.

Test Finding Correction Next-test target
Test1 Polity elimination errors Review 15 close provision pairs + Fewer avoidable statement
PYQs errors
Test 2 GS answer misses demand Underline directive; write 60-second Answer exact demand in all
outline questions
Test 3 Last three questions Reduce time on first half Attempt all questions
incomplete

Mentor discussion and peer discussion are different

A mentor should help diagnose method and recurring errors. Peer discussion can expose you to alternative examples,
structures or interpretations. Neither should become a substitute for independent reading, writing and revision.
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IDEAL CYCLE

Prepare topic. Attempt the scheduled Prelims and/or Mains test. Receive evaluation. Diagnose with the mentor where
needed. Write a correction target. Revise. Test again.

14. What to Look for in an Integrated Test Series

The value of a test series is not the number of papers alone. Look for a system that repeatedly converts testing into
learning and course correction.

- A planned syllabus progression rather than random testing.

- Regular exposure to both objective and written formats across the preparation cycle.

- Questions that test conceptual understanding as well as examination-specific application.

- Clear explanations or model approaches for post-test learning.

- Meaningful evaluation of written answers.

- A mechanism to identify and track repeated mistakes.

- Personalised feedback or mentorship that turns evaluation into an action plan.

- Revision pressure through recurring retrieval of previously covered areas.

- A schedule long enough to support progression from foundation to examination practice.

SELECTION RULE

Choose a system for the quality of its feedback loop: syllabus plan, test, evaluation, diagnosis, correction, revision and
retest.

15. A Weekly Operating System

The War Room session suggested a simple weekly rhythm. It is a framework, not an official timetable. Adapt the volume
to your college/job/coaching commitments and to the test schedule you are following.

When Primary purpose What to do

Monday-Friday Build and apply Concept building, PYQ linkage, current-affairs integration, MCQs and
Mains frameworks/answers.

Saturday Consolidate Avoid unnecessary new topics. Revise what was studied, update
integrated notes and review the error log.

Sunday Test and diagnose Attempt the scheduled test(s), review mistakes, record patterns and
define the next correction target.

WEEKLY RULE
A week should end with evidence of application, not only pages read.

Do not use a fixed Prelims-Mains ratio throughout the year

Integration concerns the preparation system, not a permanently fixed daily ratio. The balance should shift as the
examination approaches and as your test data changes.

Preparation phase Recommended emphasis

Foundation / integrated phase Concepts, PYQs, integrated notes, objective practice and answer writing should
develop together.

Prelims intensification Increase MCQs, factual consolidation, maps, revision and elimination practice while
retaining light contact with Mains skills.
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Preparation phase Recommended emphasis

Final Prelims phase Prelims becomes dominant. The purpose of earlier integration is that the basic Mains
foundation already exists.

Immediately after Prelims Shift strongly to Mains: revision, answer writing, full papers, Essay, Ethics and Optional
according to your plan.

WHY THIS MATTERS

The post-Prelims period should be used mainly for refinement, revision and intensive writing - not for discovering Mains
answer writing for the first time.

Protect Optional preparation

Integrated GS preparation does not remove the need for a dedicated Optional plan. The session specifically cautioned
against allowing the breadth of GS to crowd out Optional preparation and emphasised written practice for Optional as
well.

16. The Quick Revision Sheet

For each important topic, keep a compact reactivation sheet. The numbers below are practical targets, not UPSC
prescriptions; adjust them to the topic.

Block Suggested content

Prelims recall Around 10 critical facts, terms, provisions or distinctions.
Mains recall Around 5 strong analytical dimensions.

Current recall 1-2 relevant contemporary examples, with date/source.
PYQ recall At least one relevant Prelims pattern and one Mains pattern.
Error recall Your own recurring mistakes and the correction rule.

REVISION RULE
A good revision sheet should revive the topic quickly without forcing you to reopen multiple sources.

17. When Is a Topic Actually Complete?

A topic should not be called complete simply because the chapter has been read or notes have been made. Use four
readiness tests.

Readiness You should be able to...

Prelims readiness Recognise, distinguish, eliminate and recall precisely.

Mains readiness Explain, analyse, generate relevant dimensions, use evidence and construct a balanced
response.

Revision readiness Reactivate the topic quickly from compact notes.

Tested readiness Attempt questions, identify errors and show that the correction works in a later test.
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The full topic cycle

1 2 3 4 5
TOPIC CONCEPT PYQ MAP TWO LENSES CURRENT LINK
6 7 8 9
TEST DIAGNOSE REVISE RETEST

FINAL PREPARATION QUESTION

Do not ask only: “Have | completed this subject?” Ask: “Can | solve objective questions from it, can | write a relevant Mains
answer from it, and have my weaknesses been tested and corrected?”

FINAL REVISION

18. One-Page Integrated Preparation Formula
]

- READ: Understand the core concept from limited, reliable sources.

- MAP: Use PYQs to see how UPSC has tested the topic.

- EXTRACT: Separate Prelims precision from Mains analytical dimensions.
- LINK: Attach only relevant current affairs to the static theme.

- APPLY: Attempt objective questions and written frameworks/answers.
- DIAGNOSE: Classify the reason for every important error.

- CORRECT: Change the next study cycle on the basis of the diagnosis.
- TRACK: Maintain an error log and a measurable next-test target.

- REVISE: Use compact notes and retrieval practice.

- RETEST: Confirm that the same weakness is reducing.

- ADAPT: Shift the Prelims-Mains balance as the exam approaches.

- REPEAT: Run the cycle across the syllabus.

CENTRAL MESSAGE

Do not prepare the same syllabus twice. Build the knowledge together, use PYQs to understand how UPSC converts it into
questions, and test that preparation continuously in the formats the examination demands.

Verification and source note

This edition was checked against the latest official materials available at the time of publication and against the 21

September 2026 session transcript. Official examination facts should always be rechecked against the CSE 2027
notification when issued.

Official reference 1: UPSC Civil Services Examination 2026 Notification

Official reference 2: UPSC Previous Question Papers
Official reference 3: Constitution of India - India Code
Official reference 4: MoEFCC Annual Report 2025-26
Session basis: UPSC War Room 2027 - Integrated Prelims-Mains Preparation Strategy, 21 September 2026.
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STUDY. TEST. DIAGNOSE.
CORRECT. REVISE. RETEST.

Integrated preparation is not about doing two separate preparations at the same time. It is about building
one strong knowledge base and learning to retrieve, select and apply it differently for Prelims and Mains.
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