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It started with a conversation
about product engineering.
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The Problem.
You paste code into an AI tool. It compiles. It also ignores every
convention you have.
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The output compiled. It also ignored every
convention you have.

0 1  ·  I M P O R T S

Wrong import style.
Absolute paths where you use relative.
Or vice versa. Either way: not yours.

0 2  ·  N A M I N G

Wrong naming.
camelCase functions in a snake_case
codebase. Suffixes that no one in your
repo uses.

0 3  ·  T E S T I N G

Wrong test framework.
unittest classes when the whole repo
runs on pytest fixtures. Confidently.
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This isn't an AI problem. It's
a context problem.
The tool doesn't know how you work. Nothing in the prompt told it.

Y O U R  C O D E B A S E  H A S  A  C O N T E X T  P R O B L E M Tomas Peluritis · VilniusPy



—  T H E  O N B O A R D I N G  P A R A L L E L 08

You would never onboard a human like this.
No README. No style guide. No walkthrough. Just "here's the repo, start
coding."

W H A T  T H E  A I  S E E S

Your prompt. That's it.
"Write a function that…" — 40 words of context for a 400,000-line
codebase. No conventions, no examples, no taste.
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You would never onboard a human like this.
No README. No style guide. No walkthrough. Just "here's the repo, start
coding."

W H A T  T H E  A I  S E E S

Your prompt. That's it.
"Write a function that…" — 40 words of context for a 400,000-line
codebase. No conventions, no examples, no taste.

W H A T  Y O U  S E E

Five years of tacit knowledge.
The CONTRIBUTING.md. The team's preferences. The fight
about ORMs from 2022. Every code review you've sat through.
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What context means for
a Python project.
Not abstract. Five concrete categories any Python dev recognises.
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Context is five concrete things — and you
already enforce all of them.

0 1

Structure
Layout, package
boundaries, where
things live.

0 2

Conventions
Naming, imports,
formatting, type hints.

0 3

Tooling
ruff, mypy, pytest, uv.
What runs in CI.

0 4

Domain
Vocabulary,
invariants, what a
"user" actually is.

0 5

Don't touch
Legacy modules,
fragile migrations, the
wrapper from 2019.
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Both work. Only one passes code review.

S A M E  B E H A V I O U R .  O N E  F I L E  S H I P S ;  T H E  O T H E R  G E T S  S I X  C O M M E N T S  O N  T H E  P R . 12
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We do this for people. We skip it
for AI.

F O R  P E O P L E ,  W E  W R O T E :

A style guide. A CONTRIBUTING.md. An onboarding

walkthrough. A Slack channel where the team answers

questions.

F O R  T H E  A I ,  W E  W R O T E :

…the prompt. That's it. Then we got mad it didn't know.
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The AI config layer.
Tools that solve the context problem. Files AI assistants actually read.
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There are files AI tools actually read — at
session start, automatically.

0 1

CLAUDE.md

Repo-root markdown.
Claude Code reads it at
session start.

0 2

.github/copilot-
instructions.md

GitHub Copilot's per-repo
instructions. Auto-loaded.

0 3

.cursor/rules/

Cursor's rules directory.
Scoped per glob.

0 4

AGENTS.md

Emerging cross-tool
convention. Same idea.
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A real CLAUDE.md for a Python project.
C L A U D E . M D  ·  R E P O  R O O T

1 # Acme Billing

2

3 ## Stack

4 - Python 3.12, FastAPI, SQLAlchemy 2.x async

5 - Postgres 16. uv for envs. ruff + mypy in CI.

6 - pytest, pytest-asyncio. Coverage gate at

85%.
7

8 ## Conventions

9 - snake_case for functions, PascalCase for

classes
10 - Type hints on every public function.

11 - Pydantic models for API I/O, ORM for

storage.
12 - No raw SQL outside src/db/migrations/.

C L A U D E . M D  ( C O N T I N U E D )

13 ## Testing

14 - One test file per module, mirror the path.

15 - pytest fixtures, not unittest.TestCase.

16 - factory_boy for object builders. No mocks of

17 our own code.

18

19 ## Don't

20 - Touch src/legacy/ — frozen, scheduled for

kill.
21 - Add new sync DB calls. We're fully async.

22 - Introduce new top-level dependencies without

23 a note in docs/adr/.

F O R T Y  L I N E S  O F  P L A I N  M A R K D O W N .  T H A T ' S  T H E  W H O L E  T R I C K . 17
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Prompt: "add an endpoint to list invoices by status."

Line 1 → Wrong framework Flask,
not FastAPI.

Line 2 → Sync, no types No async,
no hints.

Line 6 → SQL injection f-string
straight into SQL.

Line 8 → No schema Raw dict
response, no Pydantic.
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—  S P E C - D R I V E N  P R O M P T I N G 19

Better prompts look like specs, not wishes.

W I S H

"Make a function that processes

payments."

No contract. No constraints. No tests. You'll
get something that compiles.

P R O D U C T  E N G I N E E R I N G  —  W H E N  Y O U R  C O L L A B O R A T O R  I S  A  M O D E L . 19
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get something that compiles.

B E T T E R

"Write process_payment(order_id,

amount). Should call Stripe, return

PaymentResult."
Signature exists. Side effects named. Still:
what about failures?
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Better prompts look like specs, not wishes.

W I S H

"Make a function that processes

payments."

No contract. No constraints. No tests. You'll
get something that compiles.

B E T T E R

"Write process_payment(order_id,

amount). Should call Stripe, return

PaymentResult."
Signature exists. Side effects named. Still:
what about failures?

S P E C - D R I V E N

"Goal: process_payment(order_id,

amount). Returns PaymentResult. Errors:

CardDeclined, NetworkError → retry 3x

with backoff. Idempotent on order_id.

Tests first."

P R O D U C T  E N G I N E E R I N G  —  W H E N  Y O U R  C O L L A B O R A T O R  I S  A  M O D E L . 19
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Write the spec. Then the code.

01 Write a one-page spec.
Goal, signature, errors, edge cases. Markdown. Half an hour, max.

02 Ask the AI to critique it.
What's missing? Ambiguous? Untestable? Fix the spec before writing code.

03 Tests first, then the implementation.
The spec defines the contract; the tests enforce it; the code is whatever fills the gap.

04 The spec lives in the repo.
Next person — human or model — gets the same context you had.
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—  O N E  S T E P  F U R T H E R 21

Skills are reusable instruction bundles — for
the moves you do over and over.

S K I L L  0 1

Add a new endpoint.
Route, schema, ORM query, test,
OpenAPI doc. Done the same way
every time.

T H E  C L A U D E . M D  I S  T H E  8 0 / 2 0 .  S K I L L S  A R E  F O R  A F T E R . 21



—  O N E  S T E P  F U R T H E R 21

Skills are reusable instruction bundles — for
the moves you do over and over.

S K I L L  0 1

Add a new endpoint.
Route, schema, ORM query, test,
OpenAPI doc. Done the same way
every time.

S K I L L  0 2

Write a migration.
Alembic revision, forward + backward,
idempotent data step, test on a copy.

T H E  C L A U D E . M D  I S  T H E  8 0 / 2 0 .  S K I L L S  A R E  F O R  A F T E R . 21



—  O N E  S T E P  F U R T H E R 21

Skills are reusable instruction bundles — for
the moves you do over and over.

S K I L L  0 1

Add a new endpoint.
Route, schema, ORM query, test,
OpenAPI doc. Done the same way
every time.

S K I L L  0 2

Write a migration.
Alembic revision, forward + backward,
idempotent data step, test on a copy.

S K I L L  0 3

Triage a flaky test.
Re-run, bisect, isolate fixture, log the
timing. Quarantine or fix.

T H E  C L A U D E . M D  I S  T H E  8 0 / 2 0 .  S K I L L S  A R E  F O R  A F T E R . 21
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—  T H E  W H O L E  I D E A

It's not magic. It's a README
the AI actually reads.
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The side effect nobody
talks about.
Writing it down for the AI is writing it down. Full stop.
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Writing it for the AI documents it for
humans.

. G I T H U B / C O P I L O T - I N S T R U C T I O N S . M D

1 # How we work here

2

3 ## Naming

4 - list_* for plural reads, get_* for one.

5 - Repository methods are async by default.

6

7 ## Errors

8 - Raise domain exceptions in services.

9 - Translate to HTTP at the router layer only.

10

11 ## Pull requests

12 - Tests before behaviour. Spec link in

description.
13 - Squash merge. Conventional commits.

F O R  C O P I L O T

Generates code that lands closer to "review-ready" on the first try.

F O R  T H E  N E W  H I R E

Twelve bullets they would have learned in a month of code reviews —
given on day one.

F O R  F U T U R E - Y O U

A reminder of what you decided, before you stop remembering why.
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—  T H E  T A L K  B E N E A T H  T H E  T A L K

Your codebase docs aren't good
enough.
Not for the AI. Not for the humans either.

The AI just made it obvious. Most projects run on oral tradition — the senior who knows where the bodies are buried, the

Slack channel that answers everything, the unwritten rules you only learn by getting a PR rejected. The model can't read

your team's group chat. Neither can the next person you hire.
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What still breaks.
Honest about the limits. None of this turns AI into a senior dev.
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—  T H E  H O N E S T  L I S T 28

It will still confidently write wrong code. Plan
for it.

C A V E A T  0 1

Context windows aren't infinite.
A 200-page spec doesn't all fit, or doesn't all get attended to. Be
ruthless about what's at the top.

C A V E A T  0 2

Domain nuance is hard to encode.
"An invoice is paid only after the webhook AND the ledger
reconcile" lives in someone's head.

C A V E A T  0 3

Plausible-looking wrong code.
It compiles. Tests pass. Names look right. The semantics are
quietly wrong. Read carefully.

C A V E A T  0 4

Config files drift.
Your CLAUDE.md from six months ago might be lying. Treat it like
a doc; version it; review it.

N O T  " A I  W R I T E S  Y O U R  A P P . "  
" A I  W R I T E S  T H E  B O R I N G  P A R T S  C O R R E C T L Y  —  I N S T E A D  O F  A L M O S T  C O R R E C T L Y . "

28
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Three things to do
tomorrow.
Small. Concrete. Do them on one project, not all of them.
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Three moves. All cheap.

01 Add a CLAUDE.md to one project.
Or copilot-instructions.md, or cursor rules. Whichever tool the team actually uses. Forty lines is enough.

02 Write down the conventions you enforce in code review but never
documented.
Open the last ten PRs you commented on. Every comment is a missing line in the doc.

03 Notice how much of your project's knowledge lives only in people's heads.
That's the real risk. The AI just made it legible.
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—  C L O S I N G 32

The best docs you'll write
this year might be for a
machine.
The humans will thank you too.

"Be precise. Think about why. Anticipate who comes next."
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Questions?

uncledata.github.io
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