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If one goes through the UPSC syllabus (Prelims & Mains), one will notice that there are 

certain portions of the syllabus which are heavily prelims relevant and there are some 

others heavily mains oriented; even some are current affairs oriented. This fact changes 

the way an aspirant must manage the gigantic syllabus, rationing the subjects, topics; 

tagging & micro-tagging them can be a game changer. This Recode Journal is aimed at 

strategizing our preparation & time table; & to seek alignment with the multi-stage 

nature of the exam process. 

 

✅ Why Topic Rationing Makes Strategic Sense in UPSC 

1.​ Finite Time vs. Infinite Syllabus​
 

○​ Every serious aspirant eventually realizes one can’t study everything in 

equal depth. Prioritization becomes survival, not luxury.​
 

○​ Systematically tagging topics (Prelims-heavy, Mains-heavy, overlap, ROI 

zones) turns instinctive prioritization into a structured methodology.​
 

2.​ Evidence from Toppers’ Strategies​
 

○​ Almost every topper interview indirectly reflects topic rationing: focusing 

on Polity & Environment for Prelims, Essay/Ethics for Mains, etc.​
 

○​ What this journal attempts is making that implicit pattern explicit 

and teachable.​
 

3.​ Reproducibility​
 

○​ Because UPSC questions are drawn from a consistent syllabus with 

observable trends, a rational topic filter works year after year.​
 

○​ Past 10–15 year papers provide enough data to map high-density areas vs. 

low-return ones.​
 



4.​ Psychological Benefit​
 

○​ Rationing isn’t just about marks; it reduces cognitive overload and exam 

anxiety by showing aspirants where their energy is best spent.​
 

○​ This aligns with behavioral science on bounded rationality—optimizing 

under constraints.​
 

 

⚠️ Where It Can Go Wrong 

●​ If rationing is treated as a shortcut (“ignore low ROI topics entirely”), it can 

backfire because UPSC always throws a few surprises.​
 

●​ The methodology must be framed as prioritization, not elimination: allocate 

weight, don’t discard entire segments.​
 

●​ It also needs to integrate adaptability (each year’s paper shifts slightly).​
 

 

How This Insight Helps an Aspirant’s Planner 

1️⃣ Stage-Specific Weightage Mapping 

●​ By separating topics into Prelims-heavy, Mains-heavy, and 

Current-affairs-heavy, an aspirant stops treating the syllabus as one uniform 

block.​
 

●​ This enables efficient time allocation:​
 

○​ Prelims-relevant = factual mastery + MCQ practice.​
 

○​ Mains-relevant = conceptual depth + answer writing.​
 

○​ Current affairs = dynamic linking to both.​
 



➡️ Result: Planner moves from “cover everything equally” to “optimize for stage and 

payoff.” 

 

2️⃣ Smart Revision Cycles 

●​ Prelims-oriented topics (e.g., Polity articles, Environment acts, Mapping) benefit 

from rapid, high-frequency revision.​
 

●​ Mains topics (e.g., Governance theory, Ethics, Essay themes) need slow, 

reflective cycles and value-add points.​
 

●​ Current affairs need a rolling window system with constant updating.​
 

➡️ Result: Planner can create different revision tempos for each category instead of 

one-size-fits-all. 

 

3️⃣ Reduces Burnout 

●​ Many aspirants study Mains-level depth for Prelims topics unnecessarily, or 

ignore Mains thinking they’ll “cross that bridge later.”​
 

●​ This mapping prevents over-preparation in one stage and 

under-preparation in another.​
 

 

4️⃣ Helps in Integrated Preparation 

●​ Instead of treating Prelims and Mains as two separate exams, the planner builds 

bridges:​
 

○​ Example: Polity static (Prelims) → Link with Governance case studies 

(Mains).​
 

○​ Geography maps (Prelims) → Link with resource distribution analysis 

(Mains GS-1).​
 



➡️ Result: The planner reflects continuity, not fragmentation. 

 

5️⃣ Decision Filter for Late Starters 

●​ For someone starting late, knowing what’s Prelims-critical vs. Mains-only helps 

prioritize.​
 

●​ Example: A candidate 6 months before Prelims can focus on Prelims-heavy zones 

and Current Affairs integration while parking Mains-exclusive depth for later.​
 

 

6️⃣ Psychological Clarity 

●​ Many aspirants feel overwhelmed because the syllabus feels infinite. Categorizing 

by stage shows:​
 

○​ “I don’t need to master everything now; I need to master the right things 

for this stage.”​
 

➡️ Result: Planner becomes not just a study tool but an anxiety reducer. 

 

Apart from Prelims-heavy, Mains-heavy, and Current-affairs-heavy, there are a 

few more filters that can make an aspirant’s planner sharper and stage-specific: 

 

✅ Additional Topic-Based Filters 

1️⃣ Overlap Topics 

●​ Why: Some portions (e.g., Polity basics, Economy fundamentals, Environment 

ecology) are tested in both Prelims & Mains but in different formats.​
 

●​ Use: Planner can tag these as “Dual-Purpose Topics” → revise facts for Prelims, 

develop arguments/examples for Mains.​
 



●​ Example: FRs & DPSPs = Prelims (articles & clauses) + Mains (application, case 

laws).​
 

 

2️⃣ Interview-Relevant Topics 

●​ Why: Some areas (ethical dilemmas, personal opinions on policies, optional 

subject linkages) don’t show up in Prelims/Mains but are gold in Interviews.​
 

●​ Use: Planner can flag “Opinion Zones” early to collect views/case studies while 

preparing content.​
 

●​ Example: Health policy debates, local governance issues in your district.​
 

 

3️⃣ Foundation Topics 

●​ Why: Certain core basics (NCERT-level history, geography, economy 

fundamentals) underpin everything.​
 

●​ Use: Planner can tag these as “Concept Reservoirs” → once built solidly, they 

reduce later revision burden.​
 

●​ Example: Physical geography, basic economics like inflation, demand-supply.​
 

 

4️⃣ Scoring vs. Filtering Topics 

●​ Why: Some Prelims subjects (like CSAT, environment) act as filters while others 

(like Polity, Economy) are scorers.​
 

●​ Use: Planner can tag “Score Builders” and “Survival Filters” → different strategy 

per type.​
 

●​ Example:​
 



○​ Filter: CSAT (qualifying), Environment (keeps cut-off stable).​
 

○​ Scorer: Polity (static), Economy (current + conceptual).​
 

 

5️⃣ Static vs. Dynamic Zones 

●​ Why: Preparation approach differs vastly between static (fixed syllabus) and 

dynamic (current-affairs-heavy) areas.​
 

●​ Use: Planner tags topics accordingly to balance memory work vs. updating 

cycles.​
 

●​ Example:​
 

○​ Static: Ancient History.​
 

○​ Dynamic: International relations, Economy trends.​
 

 

6️⃣ High ROI vs. Low ROI Topics (ROI- Return on Investment) 

●​ Why: Some portions yield high question density every year (e.g., Environment, 

Polity). Others are volatile (Art & Culture).​
 

●​ Use: Planner can color-code topics by “Return on Time Invested” to avoid equal 

time on unequal payoffs.​
 

 

7️⃣ Guess-Friendly vs. Knowledge-Locked Topics 

●​ Why: Some subjects allow elimination/guessing (Polity, Geography), while 

others are pure fact (Science tech, Art).​
 



●​ Use: Planner can mark “Elimination-Friendly Zones” to practice 2-option 

strategies and “Zero-Guess Zones” to focus on sure-shot facts.​
 

 

🧭 How This Enhances the Planner 

With these filters, the syllabus becomes multi-dimensional rather than a flat list. 

Aspirants can plan what to study, how to study, and why to study each topic based 

on stage, ROI, and strategy. 

 

✅ Refined Approach for Tagging Syllabus 

A. Two-Level Tagging 

●​ Level 1: Subject-wise (macro view; like the table we have below).​
 

●​ Level 2: Topic-wise within each subject (micro view; aspirants create their own).​
 

B. Tag Each Subject Area 

Use 3 core tags + 3 strategic filters: 

●​ P = Prelims-heavy​
 

●​ M = Mains-heavy​
 

●​ O = Overlap (both)​
 

●​ CA = Current-affairs-driven​
 

●​ HR = High ROI (recurring high question density)​
 

●​ LF = Low Flexibility (fact-based, requires exact recall)​
 

 

 



Here’s an expanded Level-1 demo table that covers the entire GS syllabus 

(Prelims + Mains) with stage tags and strategic filters. 

 

📌 ReSchoolEd Topic Rationing Framework – Level 1 

(Subject-Wise) 

Subject Area Stage 

Tag 

Strategic 

Filters 

Prep Approach 

Polity (FR, DPSP, 

Parliament, Federalism) 

O HR, CA NCERT + Laxmikanth; link to 

governance examples for Mains. 

Polity 

(Constitutional/Non-Constit

utional Bodies) 

O HR Factual recall for Prelims; 

institutional analysis for Mains. 

Governance (Policy, 

Schemes, Social Justice) 

M CA, HR Dynamic linkage with current 

schemes; answer writing focus. 

Rights Issues (Minorities, 

Vulnerable Sections) 

M CA Case studies, data points; minimal 

Prelims relevance. 

International Relations 

(Bilateral, Multilateral) 

M CA Dynamic topic; focus on themes 

not events; Prelims = map-based, 

org HQs. 

Internal Security 

(Terrorism, Cyber, Borders) 

M CA Conceptual + example-based; 

Prelims limited (acts, orgs). 

Disaster Management M HR Framework-based preparation; 

Prelims = NDMA, guidelines. 

Indian Economy (Basics: 

Inflation, Monetary, Fiscal) 

O HR Build conceptual “reservoirs”; link 

to CA. 

Economy (External Sector, 

Trade, WTO) 

O CA Dynamic zone; link current data to 

basic concepts. 

Budget, Economic Survey, 

Schemes 

O CA, HR Direct questions; short-cycle 

revision before exam. 

Agriculture & Rural 

Development 

O CA Static basics + current schemes; 

Mains needs depth. 



Environment & Ecology P HR, LF, CA Acts, protected areas, concepts; 

revise 10+ times. 

Biodiversity & Climate 

Change 

P CA, LF Dynamic facts; 

elimination-friendly for Prelims. 

Physical Geography 

(Geomorphology, Climate) 

O HR, LF Conceptual clarity; derivative 

learning for unknown Qs. 

Human & Economic 

Geography 

M CA Link to development issues; 

map-based for Prelims. 

Mapping (India & World) P HR, LF High-frequency scoring zone; 

visual memory focus. 

Ancient & Medieval History P LF Pure fact retention; minimal Mains 

depth unless linked with culture. 

Art & Culture P LF Static facts; high revision; 

integrate with current cultural 

events. 

Modern History & Freedom 

Movement 

O HR, CA Narrative understanding; factual 

for Prelims; analytical for Mains. 

Post-Independence India M HR Thematic; analytical depth; no 

Prelims weight. 

World History M LF Contextual, low ROI; Mains only. 

Science & Technology 

(Basics) 

P CA Focus on current + basic 

principles; Prelims factual. 

Biotech, Space, IT, Defense P CA Dynamic; selective static prep. 

Ethics & Integrity (GS-4) M HR Case study focus; personal 

reflection exercises. 

Essay Paper Themes M HR Idea integration across subjects; 

practice-based. 

CSAT (Paper II) P LF Skill-building; qualify with safe 

margin; avoid over-prep. 

 

Now here is a Level 2 micro-tagging demo module for Polity, since it’s a core 

subject with clear Prelims-Mains overlap. This template can be used for creating similar 

micro-tagging modules for other subjects. 



 

📌 ReSchoolEd Level-2 Topic Rationing Template 

(Demo: Polity) 

Instructions 

1.​ Each topic gets a Stage Tag (P/M/O).​
 

2.​ Add Strategic Filters (HR, LF, CA).​
 

3.​ Mark your Personal Strength/Weakness (✔️Strong / ❌Weak).​
 

4.​ Use Reflective Prompts to see why a topic feels strong or weak—this builds 

meta-awareness, not just a study plan.​
 

 

Sample Table: Polity 

Topic Stage 

Tag 

Strategic 

Filters 

My 

Strength 

(✔️/❌) 

Notes / Reflection 

Historical Background 

(Acts) 

P LF  Do I really understand 

the flow of constitutional 

evolution or just dates? 

Constitutional 

Framework (Preamble, 

Features) 

O HR  Can I link these to 

current debates (e.g., 

Basic Structure)? 

Fundamental Rights O HR, CA  Do I know just the 

articles or can I argue 

their application in a 

Mains answer? 

DPSP & Fundamental 

Duties 

O HR  Can I connect DPSPs to 

policy examples in 

answers? 



Union & State Executive O HR  Do I understand power 

dynamics beyond factual 

articles? 

Parliamentary System O HR  Can I visualize how 

Parliament functions in 

reality (committees, 

bills)? 

Judiciary O HR, CA  Do I see judiciary as 

static provisions or living 

institution with cases? 

Federalism & 

Centre-State Relations 

O HR, CA  Can I link federalism to 

economic & political 

current events? 

Emergency Provisions P LF  Do I understand triggers 

+ historical context of 

their use? 

Constitutional/Statutory 

Bodies (EC, CAG, etc.) 

O HR  Do I know composition & 

functions clearly for 

Prelims recall? 

Local Self-Government 

(73rd/74th Amendments) 

O HR  Can I link local 

governance to real case 

studies? 

Amendment Process O LF  Can I derive implications 

of simple vs. special 

majority amendments? 

Basic Structure Doctrine M HR  Do I really “get” the 

doctrine or just repeat 

the Kesavananda line? 

Current Affairs Linkages O CA  Am I mapping daily news 

to core concepts or letting 

it float? 

 

Reflective Prompts for Aspirants 



●​ Why do some topics feel “natural” and others “alien”? Is it memory, lack of 

context, or conceptual gap?​
 

●​ For each ❌weak topic, what’s the single action that would flip it to ✔️strong? 

(e.g., 10 MCQs a day, one revision loop, linking to CA)​
 

●​ How much of my Polity prep is rote vs. intuitive understanding? Can I explain 

each topic without notes?​
 

 

🎯 ReSchoolEd Angle 

●​ This demo module teaches aspirants how to think about the syllabus, not 

just cover it.​
 

●​ Adds self-diagnosis + meta-cognition into planning, which matches your 

platform’s philosophy.​
 

​
Get ChatGPT prompt for building your own customised tagging modules; visit or scan: 

https://reschooled.in/prompts-for-tagging 
 

 

https://reschooled.in/prompts-for-tagging
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