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HOW TO PREPARE FOR UPSC

How to prepare
for UPSC.

A practical guide to understanding the subjects and learning to
answer UPSC questions.

At the beginning of UPSC preparation, almost everything can feel urgent. There
are books to buy, newspapers to read and classes to attend. Successful
candidates describe routines that seem worth following. Yet after weeks of
study, you may still wonder: can I answer real UPSC Prelims questions? Is my
preparation good enough to clear the exam?

I have shared my UPSC preparation experience in this guide, including what
helped me clear Prelims and Mains multiple times. I now serve in a Group A
government service. The preparation behind those results began with learning
the basics well before coaching started.

Coaching can help you learn, but there is work to do before you join and after
each class. My experience with both is the starting point for this guide.

Preparing while working?

Are you a working professional who wants to prepare for UPSC? There are a few
additional things you need to keep in mind when preparing with a job. We have
explained them in detail in our guide to preparing for UPSC with a job. Read
that guide, then come back here. The preparation method below is for
everyone, whether you have a job or study full-time.

How the UPSC examination works

The Union Public Service Commission, or UPSC, conducts the Civil Services
Examination. Preparation involves three parts of the selection process: Prelims,
Mains and the interview. Each asks you to use your knowledge in a different way.
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Prelims is the first stage and has two multiple-choice papers:

1. General Studies Paper I (GS I): This paper covers history, geography, Indian polity
and governance, economic and social development, environment, general science
and current affairs. You need to reach the cut-off set by UPSC to qualify.

2. General Studies Paper II (CSAT): This is commonly called the Civil Services
Aptitude Test. It tests reading comprehension, reasoning, problem solving, basic
mathematics and the ability to read data. You need at least 33% in this paper to
qualify.

A high score in GS I cannot make up for failing CSAT. Even if you score above the GS I
cut-off, you cannot clear Prelims unless you also qualify in CSAT.

We will cover GS I preparation in detail in the following sections. Before that, let us
look at CSAT, because it needs some attention early in your preparation. You can start
with GS, then add a little CSAT practice after a week or two.

Many candidates have found recent CSAT papers difficult. The syllabus describes
basic mathematics and data interpretation as Class 10 level. Even so, applying those
concepts to unfamiliar questions within the time limit can be demanding. Start
preparing for CSAT early. Do not leave it until the last few weeks because it is “only a
qualifying paper.”

How to begin CSAT

1. Add CSAT after one or two weeks of GS study. Pick four or five questions from a
recent paper and try them without a time limit.

2. Work on the parts you find difficult. Learn the method or concept you need, then
try more questions of that kind.

3. Add timed practice after you are comfortable with the questions. Move on to
complete papers as you improve.

Those who clear Prelims can write Mains. Mains includes written answers, essays and
an optional subject chosen from UPSC's list. Candidates who qualify the written stage
are called for the interview, also known as the personality test.

The syllabus shows what you need to study, while previous question papers show how
UPSC asks about those subjects. At the beginning, looking through a paper is enough
to become familiar with it. You are not expected to answer everything before you have
studied.
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UPSC releases an official notification every year, explaining the examination rules
and any changes for that year. Read it each year you plan to take the exam, and check
for any updates issued by UPSC. You can read the 2026 official notification here.

Check the eligibility rules and required documents yourself too, rather than rely only
on what someone has told you. If you plan to claim a category-based benefit, read the
relevant rules and check the certificates you need. Clear up doubts before applying.
Then keep your preparation strong regardless of the category you apply under.

Why the NCERT foundation matters

Before you join coaching, there is some homework to do. Read the basic school
textbooks first. I recommend the textbooks from the National Council of Educational
Research and Training, usually called NCERTSs. Do this basic reading even if you plan
to study on your own.

Let me tell you what I did. I studied engineering at an ordinary college and was not a
top student. When I decided to prepare for UPSC, there were two or three months
before my coaching classes would begin. I used that time to read the NCERTS.

I read them carefully, trying to understand what each topic was explaining. As I read,
I took time to connect it with things I already knew or had seen around me. That was
the work I did before going to class.

When the coaching classes began, many of the basic concepts were already familiar to
me from the NCERT reading. I could follow the teacher's explanation and connect the
new information to what I knew. The reading I had done before coaching helped me
learn from the classes.

A friend had also joined coaching. Neither of us knew about the other's plans until we
met there. He was a bright student, yet he found it difficult to follow the classes.

He had gone straight into class without doing the basic reading first. Many of the
concepts were new to him, so he had to understand the basics while trying to follow
what the teacher was explaining. It was too much to absorb at once.

For the first two or three days, you may feel you can manage. But new topics come
each day, while you still have to understand what was taught earlier. By the end of a
week, that unfinished work can pile up. Even someone who has read the basics can
fall behind, but catching up is harder when the foundation itself is missing.

The NCERT reading therefore comes before coaching. The work does not end when
you join a class, because you still need to study the day's topics, clear doubts and
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revise. A teacher can explain a topic, but you need time to understand and use it
yourself.

Students often ask which standard they should start with and how many subjects to
read at once. Use this order:

Start your NCERT reading

1. Begin with the 6th standard if your basics are weak. This is also the place to start if
you remember little from school. If you already understand social science well,
start with the 8th standard.

2. Choose one or two subjects, such as geography and polity. Geography connects
with weather, rivers and places around you. Polity connects with elections and
government decisions you hear about.

3. Finish the books for those subjects before adding another. If you begin with 8th
standard geography, finish that book, then read the 9th and 10th standard books in
order. If you get bored, switch between the two subjects you have chosen. Do not
start five unfamiliar subjects at once.

When you have finished geography for those three standards, you can see that a clear
part of the work is complete. That gives you confidence to continue. Starting several
subjects and leaving them unfinished makes it harder to see that progress.

I found history difficult at first, so I left it until I had finished the other subjects. When
I returned to it, there was still time to study it. You need not begin with the subject you
fear most. But if you leave it for later, make time to come back to it.

Finishing the other subjects can help psychologically too. You have already
completed a large part of the work, and that progress can give you the confidence to
tackle the tougher subject.

How to read an NCERT chapter

How to read each topic

1. Read one small topic and look at the diagrams. Take time to understand what the
book is explaining.

2. Pause and connect the concepts in your mind. Think about how they work and how
they relate to something you know or have seen. You do not need to write this
down.
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3. Try a few suitable questions. Use the explanations to clear what you have not
understood, then continue reading.

For example, you may be reading about clouds. Look at the different shapes shown in
the book and think about the clouds you have seen in the sky. As you read about
moisture, cooling and rain, try to understand how these concepts explain what you
have seen. This takes more time than reading the names alone, but that thinking is
part of the study.

Later in this guide, we will try a question about clouds to see how this understanding
helps you answer.

When you begin reading NCERTSs, you may feel that you should make notes of
everything. You may have watched topper videos or heard others recommend making
notes. So you start underlining, highlighting and writing things down, until a small
chapter becomes a much bigger task.

Suppose a chapter takes two hours to read and understand. You then spend another
four hours copying notes, underlining in different colours and arranging the pages.
One chapter has now taken six hours. If you do this for every chapter, even a small
schoolbook can take many days to finish.

At first, all this work can feel like progress. But then you look at the books still left and
realise how little you have finished. Much of your early energy has gone into notes for
a few chapters, and the remaining work starts to feel too large. This is how you can get
stuck at the NCERT stage.

Do not make detailed notes during the first NCERT reading. You may never return to
most of them once you move to more detailed books. Your first task is to understand
the basic concepts well enough to move on to those books. If a short note helps clear a
recurring confusion, keep it brief.

Avoiding detailed notes does not mean reading six pages in ten minutes and moving
on. Stop where you do not understand, think through the concepts and then continue.
Later, you will have larger books, current affairs and practice papers to manage. It is
harder to rebuild every basic concept while doing all that work. Give the first reading
proper attention.
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Set a deadline for the first reading

Finish the NCERTSs needed for UPSC, from the 6th to the 12th standard, in six to eight
weeks. Keep three months as the hard limit for this whole stage. Read carefully,
understand the concepts and move on to the more detailed books. Do not keep
extending this stage to make elaborate notes.

The official NCERT e-book portal provides the textbooks. You can return to a
particular explanation later when you need it, and a careful first reading makes that
return easier.

How to choose books you can study and revise

After NCERTSs, you will need more detailed material for the syllabus. This is often
when the search for a perfect book begins. You see an old UPSC question about a detail
of Buddhism or Jainism, but cannot find that detail in your book. You wonder whether
the book is good enough and start looking for another one.

You do not have to throw the book away just because it did not contain that one
answer. No single book can cover every fact UPSC might ask. A very unusual question
can leave even well-prepared candidates guessing, and a correct answer may simply
come from luck. So do not worry about your book missing one such question or let it
make you doubt your whole preparation.

Choose books you can finish and revise

Look at how well the book covers the syllabus, explains the concepts and helps you
answer questions across the subject. If an important topic is missing or poorly
explained, use another source for that topic. But one rare question is not a reason to
replace the whole book or keep searching for a perfect one.

Keep your sources limited. It is better to read one good book five times than to read
five different books once each. Reading the same book again helps you understand the
concepts better and remember more. When you practise questions, you will see which
parts need another reading. But if you keep adding new books, you will have less time
to revise what you have already studied.

The earlier NCERT work helps here too. When a basic concept is familiar, you can

connect new information to it. You are adding to something you understand. That is
another reason to do the schoolbook reading carefully.
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Read a sample chapter before choosing a book. Even a widely recommended book
may assume knowledge you do not yet have. If you cannot follow it, use a simpler
source to understand the basics before returning to the larger book.

The UPSC booklist offers choices. The value comes from studying and revising
suitable material, rather than buying everything on the list.

How practice helps you answer Prelims questions

After reading a topic, try a few questions on it. Let us return to the cloud example from
the NCERT chapter and check that understanding with a question.

In many Prelims questions, the first task is to decide whether each statement is
correct. The answer options then ask you to choose a statement, a combination or a
count. The statement may look correct because it uses all the familiar words you
know. Yet it can be wrong. So read the whole statement carefully before choosing
your answer.

The question below is an original example in a Prelims-style format. It is not taken
from an actual UPSC paper.

Consider the following statements about clouds

1. The visible part of a cloud consists entirely of water vapour.
2. A cloud can contain tiny ice crystals.
Which of the statements is correct?

(@ 1only

(b) 2 only

(¢) Both1and?2
(d) Neither 1 nor 2
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The answer is (b): 2 only. Water vapour is water in its gaseous form, and we cannot
see it. The visible part of a cloud contains tiny water droplets, ice crystals or both. So
statement 1 is wrong, while statement 2 is correct.

If you got this question wrong, look at why you chose that answer:

« If you thought water vapour and tiny water droplets were the same thing, you
need to understand the difference. Read that part again before trying another
question.

+ If you knew the difference but missed the word “entirely,” you read the statement
too quickly. You need to pay attention to the whole statement, even when the
topic is familiar.

This is why checking an answer means more than looking at your score. You need to
find out what went wrong and work on it. Read the explanation even when a guess
turns out to be correct. The same concept may appear in a different question next
time.

¢
Clarity AT CLARITY

Put your understanding
to the test.

This is also why Clarity of Concept UPSC developed tests on small parts of each
subject before developing lessons. You should be able to check your understanding
soon after studying a topic. In True/False practice, you decide whether a statement is
right or wrong, then read the explanation. This helps you practise the judgement
needed in statement-based Prelims questions.

You can use this method whether you study from a book, attend a class or watch a
video.

Build up your Prelims practice

1. Start with simpler questions on the topic you have just studied. Read the
explanations and return to anything you did not understand. Then try again.
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2. Move to harder questions as the basics become clear. After you have studied more
subjects, take tests that mix questions from those subjects.

3. Then take full-length Prelims mock tests within the time limit. Choose mocks
prepared for the exam you are working towards. Use them to practise managing
your time and deciding which questions to leave when you are unsure.

You can still practise previous UPSC questions to understand how a topic is tested. But
an older paper contains current-affairs questions from that time. Use those questions
for learning, and use mock tests for full-paper practice for your upcoming exam.

Wrong answers cost marks. For each wrong answer, UPSC deducts one-third of the
marks assigned to that question. So full-paper practice should also help you decide
which questions to attempt and which to leave.

The cloud example was about GS I. CSAT needs separate practice because it tests
reading, reasoning and mathematics. As suggested earlier, begin with four or five
questions without a time limit. Work on the parts you find difficult, then add timed
practice and full papers as you improve.

How to study current affairs

Read a newspaper for the first one to two months. After that, stop daily newspaper
study and switch to prepared current-affairs material. Continuing to spend hours on
newspaper reading and note-making wastes time you need for your main subjects.

Your current-affairs strategy

1. First one to two months: read selected news articles and editorials in a newspaper.
Learn unfamiliar words and practise understanding the explanations. This is to
improve your reading and get used to newspaper language. Do not read every news
article or make detailed notes.

2. After that: study from one reliable source of prepared material. Use a monthly
current-affairs magazine or a website that brings the important news and
background together. Read it regularly and use its revision material before the
exam. Do not collect the same news from several sources.

3. Every day: take a current-affairs quiz and read the explanations. Try the questions
first. Find out why each answer is right or wrong. If an explanation is not enough,
read the related article for the background.
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4. Every week: return to the questions you got wrong or guessed. Revise those topics.
If you are missing a basic concept, study it in the relevant subject too.

Why you should stop daily newspaper study after this stage

Even selected news articles can take a beginner several hours to read. If you have six
hours to study and spend three on the newspaper, half your study time is gone.
Cutting out news articles, underlining and copying notes uses even more time. That
time should go into your subjects, revision and questions.

A story may also change over several days. You end up following each update without
knowing which details matter for the exam. Prepared current-affairs material brings
the important developments and background together, so you do not have to collect
all of this yourself.

You can read selected editorials to practise English. Keep that as language practice; do
not let it become hours of daily newspaper study again.

Use questions to find out what you need to learn

Do not wait until you have read every article before attempting the quiz. Try the
question, read the explanation and then study whatever you could not understand.
Even if your guess was correct, read the explanation. Seeing your score is not enough.

When you need more background, read to understand the issue. If two countries sign
an agreement, find out what problem they are trying to solve and what they have
agreed to do. Then learn the relevant names and facts. The explanation gives you a
reason to remember them.

If English makes this difficult, read the explanation in a language you know well. Once
you understand it, return to the English version and connect the terms with the
concepts you now know.

Give current affairs regular attention, including the quiz and explanations. Plan the
time around your available study hours, and keep enough time for your main subjects
and revision.
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Study current affairs.
Test your understanding.

You can use Clarity's current-affairs pages and daily quiz for this routine. Try the
questions, read the explanations and return to the article whenever you need more
background.

Put Prelims first

Do not begin your preparation with Mains answer writing. Focus first on clearing
Prelims. Only those who clear Prelims can write Mains. If you spend your early
months on Mains answers but cannot clear Prelims, you will not get the chance to
write Mains at all.

At the beginning, you have not yet studied the General Studies subjects. You do not
know enough of the facts, concepts or examples needed to write an answer. So if
someone gives you a Mains question and you cannot write anything, that is expected.
It does not mean you are incapable of clearing UPSC. You need to learn the subject
first.

This is also how a beginner can get discouraged and think, “UPSC is too difficult. I
need to join a course.” Do not judge your ability by an answer-writing exercise before
you have studied the topic. Do not rush to buy a course or test series because of that
experience.

Keep this order in the beginning

1. Build your General Studies foundation first. Read the NCERTSs, then the more
detailed books. Revise and practise Prelims questions. Give CSAT regular attention
too.

2. Do not make Mains answer writing your main task in these early months. Give
yourself time to learn the subjects and connect the facts and concepts. Even after
several months, writing may still feel difficult at first.
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3. Consider your optional after about three or four months, once you have a grip on
the basics. Add answer-writing practice when you know enough about a topic to
answer it. Start with a short answer, then work on complete answers and feedback.
Keep clearing Prelims as your first priority.

Choose an optional you can prepare well

Mains includes an optional subject that you choose and study in detail. Do not choose
mathematics, physics or engineering just because it was your degree subject. A
technical optional can demand much more detailed study than you expect. I
recommend choosing a subject you find easier to understand and prepare well.

Before you choose an optional
1. Read the syllabus to see what you will have to study.
2. Look at previous questions to see what you will have to answer.

3. Study a small part of the subject using a book or lesson you can follow. Check
whether you understand it and can find help for difficult topics.

4. Check recent marks trends and talk to candidates. Look at how candidates have
scored in the optionals you are considering. Speak to people who have done well
and ask how they prepared.

Do not choose an optional in isolation. Combine what you learn about recent
performance with your interest in the subject and how well you can prepare it. Your
degree or someone else's marks alone should not decide the choice.

Build essay knowledge through General Studies

Do not begin by collecting separate material for every possible essay topic. Study
General Studies well. The subjects and public issues you learn give you the knowledge
and examples you will use in essays.

Once you have that knowledge, practise putting your points in order and explaining
them clearly. In my approach, the focused work on essay structure comes later,
around the last month before Mains. The General Studies learning behind it has been
built over the earlier months.
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Why | recommend preparing from home

About ten years ago, many students depended on coaching to know what to study and

to get access to lessons and guidance. Today, you can find books, explanations,

subject-wise classes and practice online. You do not have to move to a coaching city to

get them. My recommendation is to prepare from where you live and choose online

help for the subjects where you need it. Let me explain why.

The difficulties with traditional coaching

1.

Limited choice of teachers

In a full coaching course, you pay for a package of teachers. You might like the
teaching in three subjects but find the other two difficult to follow. You cannot simply
replace those two teachers with ones you prefer, even though you have paid for all five
subjects. A teacher you joined the course for may also change midway.

A fixed pace and limited time for doubts

The institute sets the timetable and the pace. Classes move on whether you have
understood the previous topic or not. You cannot pause a lecture or ask the whole
course to slow down for you. Nor should you expect the same access to teachers that
you may have had in college. In a crowded coaching class, getting time to discuss your
doubts can be difficult, and teachers may not be available after the lecture.

High fees and living costs

Then there is the money. The course can cost lakhs, and moving to another city adds
rent, food, travel and other daily expenses. You may find yourself paying very high
prices even for basic needs. When it feels as though everyone around you sees you as a
source of money, it can leave you frustrated and low. That pressure affects your
motivation as well as your budget.

Food and difficult weather

Food and weather are part of this too. Food that seems manageable for the first week or
two may become difficult to live with for months. In a place like Delhi, both the
summer heat and winter cold can be hard to adjust to. Travelling to class in that
weather can leave you exhausted. Keeping your room comfortable also costs money.
You came there to study, but now you are spending energy dealing with all these other
problems.
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5. Less energy and concentration for study

Moving to a coaching centre does not automatically give you a good place to study. You
still need energy and concentration after class, especially while learning the basics for
the first time. If the daily routine leaves you tired or worried about money, even a good
lecture may not help much.

6. Most of the work still falls on you

And a famous coaching institute does not guarantee good teaching in every subject. My
rough assessment is 20% from coaching and 80% from your own work. Even with the
best coaching, most of the preparation needed to clear Prelims comes from your own
reading, understanding, revision and practice. Paying for a course does not remove
that work.

The difficulties at home are easier to work on

1. Isolation and losing your pace

Studying at home has two main drawbacks. You can feel isolated, and you can lose
your pace without noticing it. You may feel sleepy, keep postponing a topic or spend
too long on it. Without regular checks, you may not know whether your preparation is
moving in the right direction.

2. Aroutine and regular checks can help

In my view, isolation and losing your pace are easier problems to work on than the
difficulties of a full coaching course. There, an inefficient timetable, lectures that do
not explain the subject clearly and little time to discuss doubts can waste your study
hours. Add travel, high fees, unsuitable food and tiring weather, and you have several
problems taking away your time, money and energy. You have little control over many
of them.

At home, you can change your study hours, choose a clearer lesson and spend more
time on concepts you have not understood. Keep a regular study routine and test
yourself on what you have read. Use questions to check your understanding and
return to concepts you keep getting wrong. Keep your plans flexible as you learn.
These difficulties still need effort, but you have more freedom to address them.
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How to make preparation from home work

1. Choose help one subject at a time

At home, you can choose the teacher and source for each subject. If you need help with
polity, take a polity course from a teacher you can follow. You can choose someone else
for environment and ecology. Study the simpler subjects on your own. You do not have
to buy a complete coaching package to get help with one difficult subject.

You can pause a recorded lesson, watch a difficult part again and practise at your own
level. If a source does not work for you, you can change it. When you have not already
spent lakhs on a full course and relocation, you also have more freedom to pay for the
particular help you need.

2. Use Al to clear your doubts

For me, artificial intelligence, or Al, is the biggest change in how a student can get help.
Use it when you cannot understand a concept. You can ask for a simpler explanation,
an everyday example or a comparison with something you already know. If the answer
is still unclear, ask another question. You do not have to wait for the next class or hope
that a teacher has time after the lecture.

That repeated help, at the time you need it, is difficult to get from a large coaching
class. Start with a book or lesson so you know what you are trying to understand, then
ask AT about the difficult part. Check important facts against a reliable source, because
AT can make mistakes. Once the concept is clear, try a question to see whether you can
use it.

3. Follow the change in how people prepare

From what I have seen, more candidates are reaching high scores and top ranks
through self-study and online resources without attending a traditional classroom
course. I see this as a growing change in how people prepare. A seat in a famous
coaching institute is no longer something you need to treat as essential.

People in the stock market say, “The trend is your friend.” My advice is to recognise
this change in preparation too. You do not have to swim against it just because moving
to a coaching city was the usual route in the past. Stay where you can study
comfortably, use good books and online platforms, and choose help where you need
it. You can keep your costs lower and give more attention to the actual study.

When you watch topper interviews, take the useful advice without copying every book
or timetable. Also notice whether a coaching institute is sponsoring the interview. Your
preparation does not have to follow someone else's route to succeed.
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Stay on track
with Clarity.

Use the Clarity UPSC app to practise regularly, read explanations and check how your
understanding is improving. This helps you see what to study next and where you
need more work. Our aim is to help you stay on track while you prepare
independently, using Clarity alongside the books and subject-wise lessons you
choose.

Preparing while keeping a career open

Your study plan also has to fit your working life. You may be deciding whether to take
a job after graduation, or whether to leave a job you already have. This decision
affects what you will do if the exam does not work out.

If you have a good job or a good offer, I generally recommend keeping or accepting it
and preparing alongside work. A private-sector job can give you income and
experience while you build a career. If you turn down that opportunity and spend
several years only on UPSC, finding a similar job later may be difficult.

Hard work matters, but it cannot remove all uncertainty. The questions you face and
how you perform on the day also affect the result. Keeping another career open gives
you something to continue with if you do not clear the exam.

Around three focused hours a day, on five or six days a week, can make a real
difference to your preparation. What you can finish in that time will depend on what
you already know and how much work you still need to do. Your job and other
responsibilities will also affect the routine. The working-professionals guide explains
how to use those hours and check your progress.

If you already have a job, consider leaving it only when you are performing very well
in practice and mock tests and believe some extra study time could help you improve
further. You should also be financially stable without the job. The
working-professionals guide explains this decision.
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Full-time preparation can also be an option if a suitable job is not available and you
can support yourself while studying. Someone with strong financial support may
choose to accept the career risk. This depends on your circumstances, not on
completing every topic by a fixed date.

Be realistic about what civil service will give you. It will not solve every problem in
life, and the work has its own pressures and responsibilities. Do not choose it as a way
to become rich. The attraction and prestige of the services may also change over a
long career.

I expect computerisation and greater public awareness to make officials more
answerable for their decisions. Over time, this should leave less room for corruption
and decisions made without proper reasons. The pace of change will differ across
institutions. Choose the services for the work and responsibility you want to take on.
You can prepare seriously for that goal while building another career too.

A study routine you can continue

Do not follow a strict timetable

I do not recommend a strict timetable. Keep your study plan flexible. When you are
beginning, it is easy to make a timetable that expects more than you can manage. You
do not yet know how long each topic will take.

Suppose you plan to finish a topic in two hours, but it takes five or six hours to
understand it properly. Every task scheduled after it is now delayed. You keep
worrying about the clock and the work left in your timetable. That pressure makes it
harder to concentrate on what you are reading.

If this keeps happening, you may lose interest and start thinking that you are not
studying effectively. The timetable was supposed to help you. Instead, it makes you
feel that you are failing even while you are trying to understand the subject.

If you miss a planned time, that is okay. Adjust the plan and continue. Give the topic
the time it needs and cover what remains, even if it takes longer than expected. You do
not have to give up on the whole plan because one part took more time.

I believe there is enough time when you use it properly. Spend that time studying and
understanding, rather than worrying about a missed schedule. Keep moving forward
with a flexible plan.
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Use your study time well

Begin with the time you can give to study regularly. Understand the exam structure
and start one subject. Read a small topic, think through the concepts and try a few
suitable questions. Work on anything you could not understand or answer.

Arrange your study around the time you have, keeping room for reading, revision,
current affairs and questions. As preparation progresses, give CSAT, your optional
subject and answer writing time within that routine. You do not have to follow a fixed
timetable or do every task every day.

Let me tell you how I studied, and where I went wrong. After the early NCERT reading,
I attended about five months of coaching. During that period, I usually studied for
three to five hours a day. These hours were spread across separate sessions, and I took
one day off each week. I did not study for ten hours a day.

I kept the rest of the day fairly quiet. When I was bored, I sometimes watched a
familiar television series. I did not fill every break with outings or other activities.
That helped me take a break and return to studying. You need rest too, so choose
breaks that leave you able to get back to the work.

Then I made a mistake. With about a month left before my first Prelims attempt, I
went home. There were family functions and other interruptions, and I attended some
of them. I did not keep studying as regularly as I had during coaching.

I took the exam and missed the Prelims cut-off by a very small margin. The earlier
months of preparation had brought me close, but I had not used the last month well. I
believe I might have cleared Prelims in that first attempt if I had used those final
weeks properly.

Take the final month seriously. Keep time for study and revision, and avoid
functions or other distractions that take you away from it. That is the lesson I want
you to take from my mistake. At that time, I wanted practical advice from someone
who had cleared Prelims, but I did not know whom to approach.

The next year was not a full year of steady study either. People around me asked why I
was still preparing while my friends were working. I kept considering other plans and
did not study regularly. When Prelims approached, I returned to focused study for the
last two or three months.

By then, I had already studied the subjects once, so I could revise them instead of
starting again from the beginning. In my second year, I cleared both Civil Services
Prelims and Indian Forest Service prelims. The basic reading and the work I had done
during coaching were still helping me.

CLARITYUPSC.COM / OCTOBER 2026 18



“, Clarity UPSC PREPARATION GUIDES

Clarity

In later attempts, I could sometimes prepare for Prelims with about forty-five to fifty
days of revision. I revised current affairs and used mock papers to bring back what I
had studied. But by then, I had spent years preparing and taking the exam. Those few
weeks were enough for me to revise earlier work. A beginner still needs time to do
that work first.

Across my attempts, I scored consistently high marks in Prelims and cleared Indian
Forest Service prelims multiple times. I also cleared UPSC Mains and appeared for
interviews multiple times. What kept helping me was the foundation I had built,
followed by revision and questions.

Study regularly through the week

Three hours on six days is a better routine to aim for than leaving everything for two
ten-hour sessions on the weekend. When you return to a subject through the week,
you can revise what you read, clear doubts and continue from there. Long gaps make
it easier to lose track.

Choose study times that fit your responsibilities. Continue from where you stopped,
while making room to revise and practise. You do not have to assign a particular
subject to a particular day. Keep time for rest too; my day off was a weekday.

Keep testing your understanding

Keep studying regularly and use practice questions to check what you have
understood. Read the explanations and return to concepts that are still unclear.

As you cover more of the syllabus, take timed mock tests for the upcoming exam. Use
them to check how you manage a complete paper, then review the answers. The
practice section explains how to build up to this.

CLARITYUPSC.COM / OCTOBER 2026 19



“, Clarity UPSC PREPARATION GUIDES
Clarity

Questions and answers

GETTING STARTED

How should a beginner start preparing for UPSC?

Begin with the exam structure and syllabus, then read the NCERTSs for one or two
subjects. Focus first on building the General Studies foundation and clearing Prelims.
Study a small topic, think through the concepts and try suitable questions. Add a little
CSAT after one or two weeks. Do not begin by making Mains answer writing your
main task.

Can an average student prepare for UPSC?

Yes. You do not need to have been a top student to begin UPSC preparation. Start with
books you can understand and take time to learn the basics. Regular questions will
show you what you have understood and where you need more work. Judge your
progress by that learning.

Which subject should | study first for UPSC?

Geography or polity can be a useful start. Geography connects with weather and
places you know. Polity explains government and its institutions. A subject that
interests you can make the first few weeks easier to continue. There is no compulsory
first subject.

Should | study all UPSC subjects at the same time?

Start with one or two subjects, and try to finish their NCERT books before adding
another. You can switch between the two when you get bored. Starting too many
unfamiliar subjects can leave you with a lot of unfinished work. Add a little CSAT
practice after a week or two, because its reading, reasoning and mathematics
questions need separate attention.

How many hours should | study for UPSC each day?

Choose hours you can use regularly around your work and responsibilities. If you
have a job, around three focused hours on five or six days a week can help you make
progress. Check what you have understood and can answer, as well as how much you
have read. Add or adjust study time when the remaining work needs it.
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Can | prepare for UPSC in one year?

You can plan for an attempt a year away. Whether that is enough time depends on
what you already know and how regularly you can study. As the exam gets closer,
check how much of the syllabus you have covered and how you do in practice papers.
Use that progress to judge whether you are ready.

How do | know whether my UPSC preparation is improving?

Think back to a topic you studied earlier. Can you remember how the concepts work
and use them in questions? Read the explanations and work on mistakes, including
answers you guessed correctly. As you cover more subjects, take full-length mock
tests for the upcoming exam. Use them to check your understanding and how you
manage a complete paper.

Should I copy a topper’s UPSC timetable?

No. You can learn from their experience, but I do not recommend following a strict
timetable. A topic you expect to finish in two hours may take five or six. That can
delay the rest of the schedule and make you feel you are not studying well. Keep your
plan flexible. If you miss a planned time, adjust it and continue. Give the topic the
time it needs instead of losing interest because the schedule changed.

NCERTS AND FOUNDATIONS

Why should | read NCERTSs for UPSC?

NCERTs are school textbooks published by the National Council of Educational
Research and Training. They explain basic concepts that a larger book or a teacher
may already expect you to know. Learning those concepts first makes later
explanations easier to follow. They provide a beginning for deeper study.

Should | start NCERTs from the 6th or 8th standard?

I generally recommend the 6th standard, especially if you remember little from
school or feel your basics are weak. If you are comfortable with social science and
already understand the basics well, you can start with the 8th standard.

How long should | spend on NCERTs for UPSC?

I suggest six to eight weeks to finish your first reading of the NCERTs needed for UPSC,
from the 6th to the 12th standard. Set a hard limit of three months for this whole stage.
Do not let it stretch beyond that. Read carefully, understand the concepts and move
on to the more detailed books.
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Should I make notes from every NCERT chapter?

I advise against detailed notes during the first NCERT reading. Copying, underlining
and arranging notes can turn a short chapter into hours of extra work while other
books remain unfinished. You may never use most of those notes. Focus on
understanding the concepts and moving through the book. If a short note helps clear a
recurring confusion, keep it brief.

How do | read NCERTSs with understanding rather than memorising lines?

After reading a small part of a chapter, think about how the concept works and
connect it in your mind with something familiar. You do not need to write an
explanation. Then try a suitable question. Its explanation can help you check your
understanding and see what you missed.

Are NCERTSs enough for the whole UPSC examination?

NCERTs help you learn the basics, but you will need more detailed books to cover the
syllabus. You also need revision, question practice and preparation for Mains and the
optional subject. Understanding the NCERT concepts first makes that later study
easier.

BOOKS AND SOURCE SELECTION

How many books should | use for each UPSC subject?

Keep your sources limited. Choose books you can understand and read again for
revision. If an important topic is missing, use another source for that part. There is no
single number of books that suits every subject. The aim is to study your books well,
rather than keep adding new ones.

PRELIMS, PRACTICE AND REVISION

When should | start practising UPSC questions?

Start with a few questions after studying a small topic. Read the explanations and
work on anything you got wrong. As the basics become clear, try harder questions.
After studying more subjects, take tests that mix those subjects. Then use full-length
mocKk tests for the upcoming exam to practise within the time limit. You do not need to
finish the whole syllabus before trying topic questions.
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Why practise True/False statements for UPSC Prelims?

Many Prelims questions give you statements and ask which are correct. True/False
practice lets you work on one statement at a time. Read the explanation to understand
why it is right or wrong. Later, use full-length mock tests for the upcoming exam to
practise choosing options and managing time. CSAT needs separate practice too.

How should | analyse a UPSC mock test?

Review wrong answers, skipped questions and answers you guessed correctly. For
each one, ask why you struggled. If you did not know the concept, study it again. If
you misread the question, pay closer attention to its wording. If you ran out of time,
work on your pace. Check in later tests whether the same problem is still happening.

Can l ignore CSAT if my General Studies preparation is strong?

No. A high GS I score cannot make up for failing CSAT. CSAT tests comprehension,
reasoning and basic mathematics, and you must score at least 33% separately. Add a
little CSAT after one or two weeks of GS study. Start with four or five questions
without a time limit. Work on the parts you find difficult before moving to timed
practice and full papers.

CURRENT AFFAIRS AND NEWSPAPERS

Is reading a newspaper necessary for UPSC preparation?

Read a newspaper for the first one to two months to get familiar with the language and
improve your reading. After that, stop daily newspaper study and switch to one
reliable source of prepared current-affairs material. Spending hours on newspapers
and detailed notes wastes time you need for your subjects. Take a daily quiz, read the
explanations and open the related article wherever you need more background.

SELF-STUDY, COACHING AND Al

Can | prepare for UPSC without coaching?

Yes. I recommend preparing from where you live, using good books and online
resources. Choose subject-wise lessons where you need a teacher, and study the
subjects you can manage on your own. Use Al to clear specific doubts and practise
regularly. If you feel isolated or lose your pace, keep checking your understanding
through questions and keep your study plan flexible.
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Can l use Al tools for UPSC preparation?

Yes. Al can help you clear a doubt when you need it, without waiting for a class. First
read the topic from a book or lesson, then ask about the part you could not
understand. Ask for a simpler explanation, an everyday example or a comparison.
Keep asking until the concept is clear. Check important facts against a reliable source
because AI can make mistakes, then try a question to check your understanding.

MAINS, OPTIONAL SUBJECTS AND WRITING

Should I start writing Mains answers on the first day of preparation?

No. Focus first on the General Studies foundation and clearing Prelims. At the
beginning, you do not yet know enough facts, concepts or examples to write a Mains
answer. That is expected; it does not mean you cannot clear UPSC or must buy a
course. Learn the subjects first, then add answer writing when you know enough
about the topic. Do not let Mains work take attention away from Prelims.

Should | choose the same optional subject as my degree?

Do not choose an optional only because you studied it for your degree. A technical
subject may need much more detailed study than you expect. After about three or four
months, once you have a grip on the basics, compare the syllabus and previous
questions, and study a small part of an optional. Check recent marks trends and talk to
candidates who have done well. Combine what you learn with your interest in the
subject and how well you can prepare it.

Sources & further reading

» UPSC Civil Services Examination 2026 official notification — examination scheme and syllabus,
printed pages 25-33. Read the notification each year you plan to take the exam, and check for
updates.

» NCERT official e-books — school textbooks for building foundations.

* NASA-hosted GLOBE Cloud Protocols — cloud droplets, ice crystals and invisible water vapour in
the worked study example.

» UPSC press release, 27 May 2026 — identifies Paper II as the Civil Services Aptitude Test (CSAT).

» Indian Express, UPSC Prelims 2026 analysis — recent CSAT difficulty and time-management
demands; an assessment based on the paper and candidate/educator input.
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https://www.upsc.gov.in/sites/default/files/Notif-CSP-2026-Engl-060226Rev.pdf
https://ncert.nic.in/ebooks.php
https://scool.larc.nasa.gov/lesson_plans/globe-clouds.pdf
https://www.pib.gov.in/PressReleasePage.aspx?PRID=2265884
https://indianexpress.com/article/upsc-current-affairs/upsc-essentials/upsc-prelims-2026-gs-paper-analysis-10-key-takeaways-csat-10705557/lite/
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