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I

I N T R O D U C T I O N

Eerie, Preposterous, and Joyful

Graduate students are being handed a strange new power.

n one window on a laptop, you can now summon a patient tutor
that never tires, a coach that lets you rehearse the meeting you
dread,  a  research  partner  that  helps  turn  a  vague  itch  into  a

doable project, a critic that finds what your draft is missing, a data
analyst  that  speaks  plain  English,  and a  career  counselor  that  asks
questions you may never have asked yourself.

This is thrilling. It is also dangerous.
Used badly, AI can hollow out graduate education. It can help you

fake  the  work,  outsource  the  struggle,  and  produce  smooth  pages
with no pulse. It can make you sound like an expert before you have
learned to see like one.

Used well, AI can do almost the opposite. It can make graduate
school  more  personal,  more  demanding,  more  collaborative,  more
creative, and more alive.

This  book  is  built  around  six  enduring  goals  of  graduate
education:  to  master  your  field,  work  with  integrity,  do  valuable
research,  collaborate across  boundaries,  communicate with impact,
and develop your career. AI did not invent those goals. They are older
and deeper than any technology. But AI can revive them and make
them yours.

In  these  pages,  you’ll  try  AI  exercises  that  have  startled  and
delighted  graduate  students  in  fields  from  music  to  mathematics,

6



management  to  religion,  public  health  to  psychology.  You’ll  build
tutors  and coaches,  sharpen questions  and drafts,  and explore  the
work that may be yours to do.

These  prompts  do  not  replace  deep  reading,  critical  thinking,
creativity, judgment, or courage. They help you practice them.

The practical aim is to help you succeed in graduate school.
The deeper hope is to recover the joys that busyness can bury. You

become more capable, more honest,  and more useful.  You become
more fully yourself. You wake again to the wonder of learning.

“Does That Change Your Experience of the
Painting?”

A  couple  of  years  ago,  I  was  in  Bhutan  helping  a  roomful  of
economists think through their country’s debt.

They were busy working on an AI exercise I gave them. It would
take thirty minutes. Half-bored, I typed a few paragraphs to build an
AI tutor and then tried it out on a subject I knew almost nothing
about. I chose abstract art in the twentieth century.

The  next  minutes  shocked  me.  The  machine  (let’s  call  it  that)
asked me why I  thought  people  painted abstract  art.  Hmm, good
question. I said I had a few speculations but not much knowledge. It
pushed me.

We talked about messages and aesthetics.  The AI asked, “When
you look at an abstract painting, do you perceive the aesthetics first or
something about a message first?” Hmm, I didn’t know and said so.

It said, “Why don’t you try looking at the aesthetics first and only
afterwards consider messages?”

Ha, I thought to myself, that’s glib, and then typed, “Okay, do you
have an example?”

In the bat of an eye, up popped a painting by Jackson Pollock. The
canvas  was  covered  with  multicolored  drips,  loops,  spatters,  and
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tangled skeins of paint. Below it were a couple of paragraphs about
the painting and Pollock.

Then the machine asked me for my aesthetic reaction. I looked, I
considered, and I responded. Then the machine asked me to ponder
any messages I discerned. I did my best.

Then it said, “I told you this was painted by Jackson Pollock in
New York in the early 1950s. Does that change your experience of the
painting?”

The hair on my neck stood up. I felt as though a professor of fine
arts was at my side, encouraging me and prodding me to think harder
and see more.

It was eerie, preposterous, and joyful.
And that leads to a word about initials.  The industry says “AI”

and means artificial intelligence, a rival intellect, thinking in place of
yours.  That  is  not  what  visited me that  afternoon in Bhutan.  No
mind stood in for mine. My own seeing sharpened, my own thinking
quickened.

So when I write “AI” in this book, read it the way I have come to:
augmented intelligence.

Augmented  imagination too,  as  that  Jackson  Pollock  episode
made clear.

Here  is  a  version  of  that  original  prompt.  “Your  Tutor”  has
delighted  fifth  graders,  fifth-year  graduate  students,  and me,  every
time. Here and throughout the book, the [words in bold brackets]
indicate where you have to insert your information.

Your Tutor

You are a tutor who is warm about me and rigorous about concepts
and ideas.  Your  goal  is  that  I  truly  understand,  not  that  we cover
ground fast. Help me think; teach me plainly when that serves me
better.
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A little about me, if it helps you teach me: [whatever you’d like
to share, or skip this line entirely].

Introduce yourself in a sentence and ask me what concept or idea
I’d like to explore. Let me answer in my own words, and start from
there. Two rules hold throughout: ask one question per turn, then
wait for my answer before the next,  and never answer for me; and
keep  me  doing  the  thinking,  having  me  recall  earlier  points  from
memory before we move on and circling back to them later, cold.

Pitch each question just above what I  can already do. Build on
what  I  know,  and  watch  for  beliefs  of  mine  that  are  shaky  or
mistaken; when my understanding is partial or off, help me see the
gap myself before you fill it. If a question isn’t landing after a try or
two, explain plainly what you’re getting at, then check my grasp with
a  fresh  one  —  but  never  withhold  a  fact  I  simply  need.  Keep
explanations very short unless I ask for more, and when I’m stuck,
offer a hint, an example, a smaller step, or a different analogy before
giving the answer.

Be generous with encouragement and stingy with empty praise.
When I’m wrong, tell me clearly and kindly; when I’m right, say so
plainly and build on it, rather than manufacturing doubt. Now and
then, name the move you’re making, so I can learn to use it myself,
and tie examples to my level, my work, and my interests.

When the idea has clicked, ask me to say back what we figured out
in my own words, then offer a thread I might pull next. I have about
[15] minutes, so keep an eye on the time and tell me when we’re near
the end — but let the timing shape where we stop, not how fast we
go. Begin.
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Try this:  First  open your preferred AI tool.  Paste in the “Your
Tutor” prompt and customize what’s in [boldface text]. Insert
one  of  these  topics,  perhaps  one  you  don’t  know  too  well.
They’re all ideas we’ll encounter in the book:

– Intrinsic and extrinsic motivation.
– What it means to “think like an expert.”
– Connoisseurship.
– Bias in estimation.
– The economics of collaboration.
– A personal calling.

Give  the  conversation  fifteen  minutes.  Answer  the  questions
honestly, including “I’m not sure.” Ask it to slow down, to give
an example, to try a different angle.

In the Appendix: “Your Tutor”

What Just Happened

If  the  “Your  Tutor”  prompt worked for  you and your  topic,  you
noticed that the AI didn’t simply tell you things. It interacted with
you.  It  pitched questions,  helped you calibrate  your answers,  even
caught you when you wobbled. The prompt says “keep me doing the
thinking” for a reason: whoever does the thinking does the learning.

For  most  of  history,  that  kind  of  personal  attention  has  been
among  the  scarcest  things  in  education.  A  patient  mentor,  fully
focused on one learner, adjusting to that learner’s background and
interests—that was the privilege of a fortunate few.

Now a learning aid like “Your Tutor” is available for the cost of a
modest monthly subscription, and in many cases for less. The thing
that was scarce is suddenly abundant, at your level and in your lan‐
guage.
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Box 1. Graduate Students Describe Their Joys

Applying what I learned in the course has led me to experience more of
the joy of musicological research that drew me to the field. It is
reconnecting me to my calling as a scholar.

—Minna Sarkar, music

This class did not just teach me about AI, it taught me about myself as a
learner and teacher.

—Andy Pollin, management

I feel truly fortunate to have taken this course. It gave me practical tools
and a new mindset that I can carry into my graduate studies and future
career, where the ability to co-create with AI will be essential.

—Yumeng Chang, mathematics

AI offers options which one may not have imagined. AI is there to
partner, collaborate, and support, not do the work for me.

—Janice Poss, religion

Instead of experiencing what I had feared—that my mind would slow
down and close to new ideas—the opposite occurred. I experienced an
opening and expansion of my mind just based on the ability to converse
and imagine endlessly with a thought partner who did not tire.

— Debra Claypool, economics

Since that afternoon in Bhutan, I’ve had that eerie, amazed feeling
almost daily in the company of AI. And I’ve seen it  in others.  It’s
been my good fortune to lead workshops on generative AI around
the world and to develop two courses on AI at Claremont Graduate
University. I’ve watched people meet these machines in three ways.

Some arrive terrified. This thing will take my job. What am I for?
Others settle for reassurance. Good, I will survive.
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My students keep finding a third posture. Delighted, fascinated,
and empowered, they are soon off building things they didn’t think
they could build.  This  book is  written for that  third posture,  and
toward it.

Deep breath,  calm down,  and clamp down on the  exuberance.
And say it plainly. Yes, there are downsides and dark sides to the AI
revolution.

The very same AI tools that can deepen your learning can also thin
it out. AI can do your thinking for you instead of sharpening it. As a
graduate student, you have probably already sensed alarm about AI
among your professors.

Part of that resistance is self-interested institutional worry. Some
experts foresee AI-fueled alternatives competing with universities for
students, while the graduate credential itself loses force, less trusted
because  of  cheating  and  less  needed  because  employers,  with  AI’s
help, can assess skills directly.

But part of the resistance is noble. It harks back to the calling that
professors and professionals feel and want to impart to you as future
peers. The “artificial” part of artificial intelligence is to them exactly
the  problem.  AI  risks  degrading  and  diminishing  authentic
education. They hear the adjective I gave up in Bhutan.

Deep breath  again.  I  wholeheartedly  agree  with  the  calling  but
heartily disagree with the verdict.

Here is the false choice the book means to dissolve. The first road
is to bail: keep AI at arm’s length and guard authentic education. It is
honorable but incomplete. You keep your hands clean and forfeit an
astonishing  repertoire  of  tools  for  tutoring,  practice,  criticism,
collaboration, and discovery.

The second road is to flail: let AI do all the work it can, as fast as it
can, knocking down the old academic ways and means because the
machine now lets  you.  It  is  tempting,  and it  leaves  you faster  but
shallower, better at filling pages and worse at forming judgment.
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This book argues for a third road: to  prevail.  Here AI becomes
your partner in the deeper goals of graduate school, as tutor, critic,
collaborator, and, strangest of all, mirror. We take this fast-moving,
amazing, imperfect technology and test it together against the calling
itself.

To show the skeptics what that means, we go back to those noble
goals. The AI revolution revives an old question. Why be in graduate
school at all?

The Six Goals—and the Six Joys

In 2025, I spent part of a sabbatical chasing the answer. I reviewed
what  learned  societies,  professional  associations,  graduate  schools,
and accreditors say about the purposes of a graduate education.1 Per‐
haps surprisingly, they converged on six shared goals.

Table 1 presents the six goals and arrays the extrinsic and intrinsic
motivations  behind  them.  The  extrinsic  motives  in  the  middle
column are worldly payoffs like the credential, the job skill, and the
career advantage. The intrinsic reasons in the right-hand column are
about the things that matter for their own sake.

Read down the right-hand column and you find curiosity-driven
depth,  moral  self-awareness,  discovery,  shared  creativity,  genuine
connection,  sustained  growth.  Together,  they  describe  what  a
flourishing scholarly and professional life feels like.

AI cannot deliver them. Neither can a university. They are not like
grades, accepted dissertations, or diplomas with gold seals. They grow
inside a person who does the work.
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Table 1. Six Shared Goals of Graduate Education

Common Goals Extrinsic Motives
(Instrumental)

Intrinsic Motives
(Calling)

1. Deep Expertise Professional
competence, job
qualifications,
employability

Intellectual fulfillment,
passion for learning,
curiosity-driven depth

2. Integrity and
Ethical
Responsibility

Maintaining
professional reputation,
compliance with norms

Commitment to ethical
principles, authenticity,
moral self-awareness

3. Research Skills Credentials for career
advancement,
employable analytic
capacity

Joy of discovery, intrinsic
satisfaction of advancing
knowledge

4. Collaboration
Skills

Effective teamwork for
productivity and career
success

Meaningful relationships,
shared creativity, sense of
community

5. Communication
Skills

Influencing others,
professional visibility,
career advancement

Genuine connection,
enriching discourse,
contributing to
understanding

6. Career Flexibility
and Lifelong
Learning

Adaptability for
sustained career
relevance, employability

Personal growth, self-
realization, sustained
intellectual vitality

In the chapters ahead, I’ll show you ways to use AI in pursuit of the
deeper goals of graduate school without betraying them. You do not
need to be an AI expert. You do need to get clearer about what you
want to learn and whom you are trying to become.
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This Book’s Path

Let’s reframe those six canonical goals as  six joys of graduate educa‐
tion.

1. The joy of mastery. You came to graduate school to master a
field:  knowing  things  (the  canon,  the  concepts,  the  argot),  doing
things, and seeing as experts see. AI can help with all three, as your
tutor, your skills coach, and your guide to thinking like an expert in
your field.

2. The joy of integrity. Academia is under attack for dishonesty
and bias. So is AI. You’ll learn to detect and deal with biases of many
kinds.  You’ll  consider a  bias  as  a  take,  a  way of  seeing that  reveals
some things and hides others. AI can help you bring together rival
takes for better research, stronger partnerships, and wiser action.

3. The joy of inquiry. Research begins before methods, before
datasets, before the literature review that threatens to bury you alive.
It begins with  better questions. You’ll try the Fact Machine Exercise.
Imagine you could know anything about an issue. What would you
ask? AI will help you sharpen your questions, sort them, and turn a
half-formed  hunch  into  a  research  design,  one  that  is  valuable,
doable, and, if possible, beloved by you.

4.  The  joy  of  collaboration. Research  has  moved  decisively
toward  teams,  and  professional  life  runs  through  alliances  and
partnerships. Yet the very diversity that makes collaboration valuable
also makes it hard. You’ll learn what I call “convening”: a problem-
solving retreat built around data, a success story, a framework, and an
imagined news story of success five years hence, with AI helping at
every phase. The joy is helping people work together and create com‐
munity.

5. The joy of communication with impact. Good communica‐
tion makes both your meaning and its value clear to the audiences
you care about. AI can be your patient editor, and it can help you ask
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what your reader knows, cares about, may resist, and needs from you.
Good  communication  begins  with  good  listening,  and  the  joy  is
watching understanding dawn.

6. The joy of finding your calling. As AI reshapes work, career
development and lifelong learning return with new force. What do
you love? What can you do? What matters beyond you? And what
experiments can reveal the next path? You’ll meet AI as a thoughtful
career counselor, a designer of small life experiments, and a helper in
getting unstuck. The joy is finding your calling, in and through your
graduate education.

The chapters that follow run on short experiments and simula‐
tions.  I’ll  ask  you  to  stop  and  try  out  a  prompt.  Engage  in  a
conversation with the AI that will be yours alone. By the end, you’ll
have a “book” of your own, made of your explorations of the six joys
of  graduate  education.  I  hope  you  leave  with  your  imagination
stretched and your idealism enhanced.

We’ll start with the first goal, mastery of your field or profession.
Before  you  can  do  honest  research,  work  well  with  others,  or
communicate with impact, you have to know your stuff. More than
that, you have to learn to think like an expert in your field, not just
sound like one. That, it turns out, is not merely a requirement. It is
one of the joys.
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List of Prompts

Introduction
Your Tutor

Chapter 1. Think Like an Expert
Read Rapidly
Read Deeply
Prepare for a High-Stakes Meeting
Counsel an Adolescent
Help Nontechnical Colleagues Adopt AI Tools
Manage a Team with Tension
Deal with a Disruptive Classroom
Prepare for a PhD Oral Qualifying Examination
Create Your Own Skills Coach
Inside Tips for Thinking Like an Expert in Your Field
A Dialogue on Expertise in Your Field

Chapter 2. Question Authority—All of It
Emotions in Different Scriptures
Disciplinary Takes — a five-part sequence

Create the Expert Voices
Why Did the Program Fail?
Debate the Failure
A Success Story Changes the Debate
From Debate to Co-Design

Create Your Own Cross-Disciplinary Conversation
Political Takes — a three-part sequence

Four Exaggerated Styles
Debate the Failure
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A Success Story Changes the Debate
From Insight to Ideology—and Back Again
Recover the “Insight” in Their Intellectual “Ideology”
Cross-Cultural Negotiation Exercise

Chapter 3. Ask Better Questions
The Fact Machine Exercise
Develop Your Research Idea — a three-part sequence

Survey the Research Terrain
Generate Three Valuable Projects
Co-Design Your Research Plan

Get Support for Your Research — a pair
Institutions
Individuals

Chapter 4. Work Together
Your Data Analyst
Outline a Draft Teaching Case
Design a Convening

Chapter 5. Put Your Audience First
Write for Impact
Take Account of Diverse, Politicized Audiences
Give Your Writing a Straussian Reading
Diagnose a Briefing
Fix a Briefing
Simplify a Complex Document
Your Friendly Editor
Create an Abstract
Help a Struggling Writer
The Invisibility Cloak

Chapter 6. Develop Your Career
You as Teacher
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Prepare for Your Job Interview
Prepare for Your Academic Job Talk
Getting Unstuck
Your Nietzschean Ladder
A Convening for You
Your Career Counselor
Ask the AI What It Wants to Say
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M

C H A P T E R  1

Think Like an Expert

The first goal of your graduate education is to master your field.

astery means knowing things, having the skills to do things,
and being able to see things that others miss.

Knowing, doing, and seeing like an expert. All three are
difficult. All three can be sources of joy.

“I didn’t know that! How profound, how beautiful!”
“I can now do what the experts and pros do. It’s so rewarding!”
“I never could have seen that coming, before now. Now I can see
the gist of a problem, right away!”

And you can now enlist AI in all three, and have fun doing so. In
this chapter you’ll use AI to help you read quickly and read deeply,
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meet a  coach who helps  you practice  a  skill  you seek,  and explore
what it means to think like an expert in your field.

Knowing: The Canon, the Concepts, the
Lingo

Cosimo de’ Medici, the great
Florentine patron, is  said to
have  asked,  “How  can  one
paint portraits if one has not
seen faces?” You have to have
seen the  faces  of  your  field.
You  must  read  widely  and
read  deeply.  You  must  sit
with  the  great  works  rather
than  their  summaries.  You
must  learn  your  field’s  key
concepts (tort and liability, externality and equilibrium, thick descrip‐
tion and  total social fact). We mock jargon, often rightly. But every
discipline  has  its  specialized  vocabulary  because  its  words  carry
distinctions that ordinary speech blurs, and you cannot think a field’s
thoughts  without  them.  You  must  speak  the  language  of  your
discipline or profession. And this language differs from an ordinary
foreign one. The meaning of many of its important concepts is highly
contested. To know your field is partly to know what words people
have fought about.

You must know the canon of your field. Every great scholar seems
to come round to Newton: “If I have seen further than others, it is by
standing on the shoulders of giants.” But if you’re a graduate student,
it  may  feel  less  like  standing  on  someone’s  shoulders  than  like
Sisyphus ascending a mountain of books.

Your quest for mastery means surmounting your field’s literature,
from pioneers and classics to last month’s working papers. To make
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that climb, you have to learn to read quickly and read deeply. AI can
help.

Reading Quickly

Here’s a technique I’ve found invaluable. Spend five minutes with a
book or article’s opening and overview. Write down three questions
you want it to answer. Then read rapidly with only those questions
in mind, and refuse to be waylaid.

This is the opposite of passive reading, where you let the words
and pages come at you and, if you’re like me, you sometimes turn a
page and ask yourself, “Wait, what did I just read?”

When you read aggressively with your questions in mind, you can
blast through a book in an hour and an article in ten minutes. Yes,
you will miss things. But if your quick reading shows you that the
work is valuable, you can come back and read it again deeply.

AI can help you pose those questions in advance. Try “Learning
How to Read: Reading Rapidly.” The prompt begins like this:

You are my fast-reading coach. Help me choose three high-value
questions that I can have in mind so I am an active reader. My
professor says I can blast through a book in an hour and an article in
10 minutes—yes, I’ll miss things, but if I find the publication is of real
value, I can then read it very carefully.

In the Appendix: “Read Rapidly”

Reading Deeply

Ezra  Pound  compared  the  proper  reading  of  poetry  to  careful
biological observation.

In  fact,  he  goes  further:  “No  man  is  equipped  for  modern
thinking until  he  has  understood the anecdote  of  Agassiz  and the
fish.”
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A post-graduate student equipped with honors and
diplomas went to Agassiz to receive the final and finishing
touches. The great man offered him a small fish and told
him to describe it.
Post-Graduate Student: “That’s only a sunfish.”
Agassiz: “I know that. Write a description of it.”
After a few minutes the student returned with the
description of the Ichthus Heliodiplodokus, or whatever
term is used to conceal the common sunfish from vulgar
knowledge, family of Heliichtherinkus, etc., as found in
textbooks of the subject.
Agassiz again told the student to describe the fish.
The student produced a four-page essay.
Agassiz then told him to look at the fish. At the end of
three weeks the fish was in an advanced state of decomposi‐
tion, but the student knew something about it.2

Deep reading is like carefully describing that fish (let’s hope without
its  fragrance).  It  means  plumbing  the  core  arguments  and  under‐
standing the  framework,  the  methods,  and the  evidence.  It  means
noticing  implicit  assumptions  and  biases,  placing  the  text  in  its
scholarly context, and connecting it to debates and rivals. And yes, it
means taking time to imbibe its beauty and power.

AI can be your deep reading partner. As you read, you can ask it
questions like, “Can you restate this dense passage concisely?” “What
is  the author assuming here?” “How does this  analysis  differ from
how my field would approach the same problem?” You’ll find eleven
short prompts under “Read Deeply.”

In the Appendix: “Read Deeply”

Learning  to  read  both  quickly  and  deeply  helps  you  develop
scholarly judgment and taste. An hour with a book is not a sign of
superficiality.  Sometimes  that’s  enough  for  your  purposes.  Other
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times, it’s how you find the books that deserve your three weeks with
the sunfish.

Doing: Your Skills Coach

In every field, mastery involves skills that go beyond knowledge itself.
You can know all about pianos without being able to play one. You
can  read  every  book  on  negotiation  and  still  freeze  in  the  room,
because the skill goes beyond the knowing. It lives in the practice.

To develop skills, it helps to have a coach, someone who will teach
you theory and technique, supervise your practice, and tell you the
truth.  Your  professors  can  certainly  help,  but  they  are  busy.  In
graduate school and elsewhere, one-on-one coaching is a rarity.

AI, it turns out, can be your skills coach as well as your tutor. You
can use AI coaches to give you, on demand, the practice you need so
your skills can grow into mastery. I’ll give you a startling example, and
then I’ll show you how to design your own coach.

But  before  we  get  started,  a  clarification.  Many  professions  are
developing  AI  coaches  for  certified  skills  (think  of  nurses  or
psychoanalysts). What we’ll explore here are coaches for more general
skills that don’t require professional norms.

Now, imagine you are going to present an important proposal to a
room full  of  skeptics.  You are  understandably apprehensive.  You’d
love to have a coach in advance, to help you develop the skills you’ll
need to survive and thrive. The machine can help you in just this way.
The prompt called “Prepare for a High-Stakes Meeting” starts this
way:

You are a seasoned, respectful coach who helps people rehearse high-
stakes conversations with senior decision-makers. Your job is not to
give me advice from the sidelines. It is to build a realistic meeting, play
the skeptical people across the table, and then step out and coach me.

T h i n k  L i k e  a n  E x p e r t 24



In the Appendix: “Prepare for a High-Stakes Meeting”

In  this  simulation,  the  skeptics  won’t  let  you  hide.  And  they
disagree with each other, so you can’t satisfy one without provoking
the  other,  which is  what  can happen in  real  groups.  The kindest,
sharpest moment comes at the end, when the coach takes a clumsy
sentence you actually said and hands it back to you improved. That is
teaching you cannot get from a book, because the book never heard
what you said.

Here are links to five other skill-building simulations: counseling a
teenager, leading a tense team, calming a disruptive class, teaching AI
tools to wary colleagues, and surviving a PhD oral exam. See if one or
more of them fits a skill you’d like to develop.

In the Appendix: “Counsel an Adolescent”, “Manage a Team with
Tension”, “Deal with a Disruptive Classroom”, “Help Nontechnical
Colleagues  Adopt  AI  Tools”,  and  “Prepare  for  a  PhD  Oral
Qualifying Examination”

You can also build your own skills coach using AI.
“Really?”  you  may  be  thinking.  “Those  skill  prompts  are  so

detailed, they’re way beyond my abilities.”
Two things will help you over that thought.
First, forget about any mystique of “prompt engineering.” A good

prompt is clear thinking written down. You tell  the machine what
you want the way you’d tell a sharp new colleague who’s eager to help
but knows little about your situation. Here’s who I am. Here’s what
I’m  trying  to  do.  Here’s  what  “good”  would  look  like.  A  weak
prompt is usually vague because we are vague about what we want.

And second, when you don’t yet know exactly what you want, the
machine itself will help you find out. This is called meta-prompting.
You ask  the  AI to  help you build  the  prompt you need.  A meta-
prompt may have the AI interview you first.
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For example, “Create Your Own Skills Coach” is a meta-prompt
for you to do just that, for a skill tuned to you:

Please help me create a skill-building prompt I can use with an AI. I
want it to run an interactive simulation that lets me practice a real skill
in my studies, profession, or life.
I am: [your year, field, role, background]. The skill I want to
develop is: [name it]. Here’s an example of the kind of prompt I like: 
[paste one of the coaching prompts above].
Before you write the final prompt, ask me a few questions: Where will
I use this skill? What makes it hard? What scenario should I practice?
Who should you role-play? What should count as good performance?
What feedback would help me improve? Should it get harder after the
first round?
Then draft a complete prompt I can copy and paste—with a clear
coaching role, my context, a realistic scenario, room for me to answer
in my own words, honest feedback, and a second round. Specific
enough to be useful, simple enough that I’ll actually use it.

Try this: Use the “Create Your Own Skills Coach” prompt with a
skill you need for the courses you’re taking or the research you’re
doing. Build your own skills coach and try it out. I think you’ll be
pleased and emboldened. See “Create Your Own Skills Coach” in
the Appendix.

Meta-prompting is a master key. Once you know the machine can
help you ask, you will never again be stopped by not knowing how to
ask.

Seeing and Thinking Like an Expert

In 1870, Dean Christopher Langdell  and the Harvard Law faculty
reached a hard conclusion. “Knowing the law” could no longer mean
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knowing  all  the  laws.  There  were  already  too  many laws.  So  they
decided to teach something else: how to think like a lawyer.

Students would work through the messy, idiosyncratic cases of the
past.  They  would  trace  the  paths  of  precedent.  They  would
appreciate legal arguments as art and logic. They would debate cases
in class, becoming aware that there may be no one “right answer” but
there are plenty of clearly bad answers. Through those discussions,
students  learned  that  one  can  be  both  critical  of  the  law  and
constructive in making it better.

So, in your field, what does it mean to see like an expert?
If  you  are  new  to  a  field  (or  still  circling  it  from  outside,

wondering  whether  to  make  it  your  home),  try  this  prompt  first.
“Inside  Tips  for  Thinking  Like  an  Expert  in  Your  Field”  offers  a
revealing,  sometimes  arresting  account  of  what  experts  see  that
outsiders miss: beginners’ blind spots, unspoken rules, hidden skills,
and the things nobody tells  newcomers but should. Think of it  as
trying on the field’s eyes before you have earned them.

The prompt starts this way:

I have been learning about what it means to “think like an expert” in a
field—not just to know more facts, but to notice different things, ask
better questions, recognize patterns, avoid beginner mistakes, and use
the field’s standards of judgment.
I want you to help me explore what this means for: [insert your field,
topic, subject, or profession]
Please take the perspective of a distinguished, experienced, and worldly
expert in this field. Answer concretely, as if you were mentoring a
newcomer. Avoid generic advice. I want examples of what experts
actually notice, say, do, question, avoid, or value.

In the  Appendix:  “Inside  Tips  for  Thinking Like  an Expert  in
Your Field”
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Once  you  have  waded  in  far  enough  to  hold  opinions  worth
testing (say, toward the end of your second year, or as you prepare for
qualifying exams), try this next prompt. In “A Dialogue on Expertise
in Your Field,” the AI plays a sharp mentor who asks what you think
before telling you what it thinks, pushes back, makes you defend a
claim, and tells you plainly whether you sounded like a beginner or
like someone starting to see the field’s depth.

This second prompt begins differently:

In my course we’ve been exploring what it means to “think like an
expert” in a field—not just knowing more, but noticing different
things, asking sharper questions, seeing patterns, sidestepping beginner
mistakes, and judging by the field’s own standards. I want to think this
through *with* you, not just hear you lecture on it.

In the Appendix: “A Dialogue on Expertise in Your Field”

Notice the difference between the two. The first hands you the
field’s confident way of seeing. The second makes you defend that
way of seeing in your own words, and lets you be talked out of it.
Both belong to mastery.

Of course, prompts like these will not make you an expert. That
requires mastering the canon we talked about earlier.  By doing so,
you  absorb  your  field’s  big  insights,  and  they  change  what  you
perceive and emphasize. An economist sees incentives where others
may see only choices. A certain kind of literary critic sees that how a
thing is said interacts with what is being said. An epidemiologist sees
a room full of people and reads the paths a contagion would take.
The expert eye often catches patterns invisible to the rest of us.

In graduate  school  you also develop connoisseurship,  judgment
and taste,  the slow-won sense of what’s strong and what’s shoddy,
which no summary can give you and which is why you had to read
widely and deeply in the first place.
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And you learn how your discipline turns evidence into a claim,
how claims get defended and overturned, and what a master means in
saying, quietly, “I’m drawing a distinction, not a conclusion.”

Only time and your diligence grant you an expert’s eye. But it is a
joy  to  pose  questions  to  AI  that  you’d  be  afraid  to  ask  a  senior
professor,  and it’s  provocative to use AI to simulate how different
“experts” in your field might look at an issue you care about. (I’ll leave
designing that prompt to you.)

Why Any of This Matters

Leave aside for a moment the immediate goals of graduate school that
pressure you: the problem sets and term papers and your GPA. They
were  only  ever  convenient,  imperfect  signs  of  learning,  never  the
learning itself. And AI can already fake them.

The reasons to make that  climb to mastery are the ones in the
right-hand column of Table 1 in the introduction: to receive, and one
day add to, the best that has been thought and said in some corner of
human knowledge. And, if you’re lucky, to fall in love with a way of
seeing the world that you’ll never be able to switch off again.

Remember,  though,  that  “the  best  that  has  been  thought  and
said” is supremely contestable, and part of each generation’s task is to
do the contesting. A field deserves a student with strong views about
what matters and what’s true. It also deserves a student who knows
those views are one way of seeing among many.

Which  is  exactly  where  the  trouble  starts,  and  where  the  next
chapter  begins.  The “seeing like  an expert” you will  work hard to
acquire has a shadow. Learn to think like an economist and you may
slowly lose the ability to think like anyone else. The lens that lets you
catch what others miss may also blind you to what falls outside its
frame.  The  Nobel  Laureate  Daniel  Kahneman  lamented  the  phe‐
nomenon: “I can explain it only by a weakness of the scholarly mind
that  I  have  often  observed  in  myself.  I  call  it  theory-induced
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blindness: once you have accepted a theory and used it as a tool in
your thinking, it is extraordinarily difficult to notice its flaws.”3

So  the  second  goal  of  a  graduate  education  paradoxically  must
undo  part  of  the  first.  Working  with  integrity  means  learning  to
notice the flaws in accepted ways of thinking, including your own.
Question authority—all of it.

Starting,  uncomfortably,  with  the  authority  you just  spent  this
whole chapter building: the mastery of your field.
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T

C H A P T E R  2

Question Authority—All of It

Everything, you will be told, is biased.

he AI is biased—trained on the internet’s prejudices, slanted
by its makers. The academy is biased—left-leaning, gatekept,
beholden.  Biomedical  research  is  biased—corrupted  by  the

drug  companies.  The  media,  the  textbooks,  the  journals,  the
rankings: biased, biased, biased. And so, of course, are you.

All of this is  true, and almost none of it  is  useful.  “Biased” has
become an accusation that ends conversations rather than a fact that
begins them. It leaves you two bad options. You can become a cynic
—everything  is  slanted,  so  trust  nothing,  including  your  own
education.  Or  you  can  become  complacent—bias  is  what  other
people have, while you, having taken a methods course, see clearly.
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Graduate school produces both types in bulk, and the machine on
your desk will happily feed either one.

This chapter offers a third road, and you will not be surprised by
now to hear that it runs between the marked roads.

Stop treating  bias as  a  sin to be purged—it can’t  be—and start
treating it as a  take:  a perspective, with its own values, beliefs, and
repertoires, that illuminates some things brilliantly and hides others
completely.  You have  takes.  So  does  your  discipline.  So  does  your
politics,  your faith or your lack of  one,  the family and places  that
raised you.

The question of  integrity—deeper than clean citations and not
letting the machine write your paper—is not “how do I rid myself of
bias?” It is: How well do I know my own takes, and how well can I work
with people, and machines, whose takes differ from mine?

The best scholars now say this openly. Rather than deny that their
own backgrounds shape their work, they study how—how their dif‐
ferences shape the questions they ask, how the incentives of academia
bend  their  practices,  how  the  universal  human  wish  to  avoid
uncomfortable  truths  leaks  into  their  conclusions.  That  messy,
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collective  self-examination  is  not  a  scandal.  It  is  what  intellectual
honesty looks like at full strength.4

And I’ll tell you where this chapter ends, because you won’t guess:
it ends inside you, with a discovery about yourself that I think will
change how you work.

After we remind ourselves to question authority—all of it—let’s
start somewhere gentler.

Where Framing Is the Purpose

When  I  came  to  Claremont  Graduate  University,  Dean  Karen  Jo
Torjesen had a remarkable strategy for our School of Religion.

The heart of graduate study in religion, she said, is learning what it
means  to  be  inside  and  outside  a  community  of  faith—that  you
understand your own faith better when you can see it, lovingly, from
without.

Here’s  a  prompt  that  I  think  demonstrates  part  of  her  idea:
“Emotions in Different Scriptures.” It’s a long prompt, but the gist is
this:

Please play the role of a religious scholar who is also adept in
psychology. Help me appreciate how different scriptures deal with
different emotions. Imagine a book for people who have suffered
upheavals in their lives. For a given emotion [name the emotion],
find a passage in [name a scripture] that speaks to it. Give the
passage; discuss its relationship to the emotion in a few psychologically
astute paragraphs; then pose one gentle, reflective question to a person
facing upheaval.

In the Appendix: “Emotions in Different Scriptures”

The prompt asks you for the scripture and the emotion. Almost
instantly,  and definitely  eerily,  the  machine  produces  a  fascinating
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scriptural  passage and psychological  analysis—and a  probing ques‐
tion.

In my classes, I then have students name another scripture for the
same emotion, and boom, out comes another passage and analysis
and question. In a few minutes, AI can gather passages from different
religious traditions on the same human emotion—fear, anger, love,
hope. The effect is both amusing and astonishing: texts centuries and
continents apart, resonating and clashing in ways we don’t expect.

The value goes deeper than amazement. Looking across traditions,
we  sometimes  find  sharp  differences  that  unsettle  our  own
assumptions—what  we  thought  was  universal  turns  out  to  be
parochial.  Other times we find striking similarities,  suggesting that
certain  truths  may  be  closer  to  human  universals.  Both  kinds  of
discovery open new vistas, helping us recalibrate our thinking.

This  opens  the  door  to  everything  else  in  this  chapter.  Ask
yourself:  what is  the “bias” of  the New Testament when it  speaks
about grief? What is the “bias” of the Qur’an on perseverance? These
questions  feel  wrong,  don’t  they?  Because  in  a  sacred  text,  the
framing  is  not  a  contaminant.  The  framing  is  the  purpose.  Each
tradition is a take in the fullest sense—a way of seeing suffering, time,
duty, joy—and to call it “biased” is at once true and beside the point.
The take is where the meaning lives.

If you can see that about the Psalms, you are ready to see it about
economics.

The Lens You Pay Tuition For

Take this live question—how organizations should use AI to evaluate
employees.  Imagine  posing  that  question  to  five  experts  from
different disciplines for their takes.

The  economist  leans  in:  “Model  the  incentives.  Will  this  align
effort with the mission, or teach people to game the metric?”
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The psychologist:  “How will  being  graded by  a  machine  affect
motivation, fairness, anxiety? Will people internalize the feedback or
revolt against it?”

The historian,  drily:  “Haven’t  we met this  logic before—Taylor
with his stopwatch, the surveillance regimes? What story are we re‐
peating?”

The manager: “How do I implement this so accountability rises
without  trust  collapsing?  What  makes  it  legitimate  to  the  people
living under it?”

And the expert in information systems: “Lovely theories, all. What
data pipelines, what security, what interfaces will actually work?”

Each take is plausible. Each is illuminating. And each is biased—in
precisely the sense of Chapter 1: these people have learned to think
like experts  in their  fields,  and the lens that lets  the economist see
incentives everywhere is the same lens that makes everything look like
an incentive.

AI  can  help  us  identify  these  biases—and,  I  think,  suggest
promising ways to take them into account and, with luck, overcome
them.

These  five  experts  are  the  cast  of  characters  in  a  series  of  five
prompts to explore disciplinary takes.

In the Appendix: “Disciplinary Takes: Create the Expert Voices”,
“Disciplinary  Takes:  Why  Did  the  Program  Fail?”,  “Disciplinary
Takes:  Debate  the  Failure”,  “Disciplinary  Takes:  A  Success  Story
Changes the Debate”, and “Disciplinary Takes: From Debate to Co-
Design”

The series starts by simulating the takes of those five disciplinary
experts. The second prompt imagines the experts confront the failure
of a project in their locale and use their differing lenses to hypothesize
why it failed.

In the third prompt, the experts debate. I think you’ll enjoy this
part.
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In the fourth prompt, the experts together study a success story of
the same kind of project in another setting. They begin to be more
constructive—and more respectful of each other. The final prompt
has them work together to design a better version of the failed project
in their  locale.  Their  diverse and divergent takes now amalgamate.
They  design  something  together  that  none  could  have  designed
alone.

A Meta-Prompt

If  you  like,  you  can  use  “Create  Your  Own  Cross-Disciplinary
Conversation”  to  launch  your  own  simulated  cross-disciplinary
dialogue. It starts this way:

Help me create a new version of this disciplinary-takes simulation. I
want to apply the same pattern to a topic, problem, case, debate, or
professional challenge that matters to me.
My topic or case is: [insert your topic—for example, a public
health campaign, a school policy, a theological debate, a business
strategy, a mathematical education problem, a workplace con‐
flict, an evaluation design, a technology rollout, a climate policy,
a museum exhibit, a community development program, or a
dissertation idea]
The disciplines or professional perspectives I want to include are:

In the Appendix:  “Create Your Own Cross-Disciplinary Conver‐
sation”

Political Takes

Politics has takes too, older and sturdier than any discipline’s. When a
public program disappoints, four classic stories rush in to explain.

The conservative  take: Of  course  it  failed!  In  settings  like  these,
programs like these always fail. As usual, incentives were ignored.
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The liberal take: It could work, but it failed here because it was
underfunded, undermined, never truly tried. We need more research,
more attention to local conditions.

The practitioner take: What do you mean, “failed”? It worked! I’m
on the ground, and I’ve seen lives change. It’s the evaluation metrics
and methods that failed.

The  radical  take: The  program was  never  meant  to  succeed.  It
served  the  powerful  by  seeming  to  address  what  they  had  no
intention of fixing.

You have probably heard versions of these takes this  very week.
Each  is  a  satisfying  explanation,  available  before  any  facts  arrive,
which is what makes them takes rather than findings.

The AI simulation “Understand Different Political Takes” creates
a stylized spokesperson for each of the four. Don’t worry for now
about the  stereotypes.  The point  is  watching the  four  move from
hostility to helpfulness.

In  the  Appendix:  “Political  Takes:  Four  Exaggerated  Styles”,
“Political Takes: Debate the Failure”, and “Political Takes: A Success
Story Changes the Debate”

Give it a try. You can do it in twenty minutes.
Pick  a  specific disappointment:  a  named  program  whose  evalu‐

ation let people down. Not “education reform.” That’s a continent,
and the takes will just orbit it exchanging slogans. Pick the literacy
initiative in your county that posted flat scores. The anti-corruption
commission in a country you study that became, itself, a scandal. The
corporate wellness program that cost millions and moved nothing.
Then run the prompts. Each spokesperson explains the failure. Then
they argue. But when you point all four at a success story in the same
field, the tone shifts from debate to dialogue.

In my experience, adherents turn constructive when they focus on
something that works. The antidote to cynicism is success.
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When Your Best Idea Betrays You

The most dangerous bias you carry is not a prejudice you inherited.
You’ve been warned about those your whole life, and warnings help.
The most dangerous bias is the insight you earned—the aha that lit
up your mind, organized your field for you, maybe made you choose
it.  No  one  warns  you  about  that  one,  because  it  looks  like  the
opposite of bias. You think of it as seeing like an expert.

Watch  how  it  goes.  The  playwright  George  Bernard  Shaw,  the
story  runs,  once  cut  off  the  movie  mogul  Samuel  Goldwyn’s
rhapsody  about  the  glorious  art  of  film:  “There  is  this  difference
between you and me, Mr. Goldwyn. You are only interested in art,
and I am only interested in money.” A joke—but suppose we take it
seriously. Suppose people really do just weigh costs and benefits and
choose what profits them. Hold that insight firmly and we have the
elementary economic insight, and suddenly it flies everywhere. Rent
control? We immediately see the landlords’ incentives and predicting
scarcer,  shabbier  housing.  We start  to  model  all  sorts  of  things  in
terms of maximizing behavior. Our child’s obedience, the behavior of
ants  in  a  colony,  even altruism (“There’s  an optimal  amount,  you
know.”) It’s exhilarating.

But  that  big  insight  may  come  with  psychological  side-effects.
Pride: we see what they cannot. Economy: we don’t need to learn the
messy details of this housing market, or parenting behavior, or even
philosophy and history if we push it. Our big insight starts to seem
self-sufficient.  Then we start  to  feel  a  warm solidarity  with  fellow
insight-holders and exasperation with those who don’t have it,  the
economically unenlightened. There are initiation rites—a semester of
microeconomics is  the start.  A specialist  community forms,  and it
produces  ever  more  intricate  studies  that  confirm  the  big  insight
without  quite  solving  anything  with  it.  Popularizers  carry  crude
versions into policy.
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And  somewhere  along  the  way,  the  big  insight  that  began  by
illuminating reality starts to replace it. Markets aren’t actually made
of identical, all-knowing actors; the best economists will tell you so
themselves.  No  matter.  The  believer  no  longer  checks.  The
philosopher  Bernard  Lonergan  described  the  end  state  with  a
sentence  that  should  be  carved  over  every  seminar  door:  “The
situation  deteriorates,  and  the  deteriorating  situation  seems  to
provide the biased mind with factual evidence in which the bias is
claimed to be verified.”5

I’m describing how a big insight can degenerate into an ideology.
And lest you suspect this is a story about one political side: run the
same anatomy on the Marxist insight—behind appearances lie class
interests—and  you  get  the  same  arc,  beat  for  beat.  The  sudden
sophistication  (“schools  aren’t  about  learning;  they’re  about
producing  docile  workers”),  the  license  to  skip  the  details,  the
superiority,  the  solidarity,  the  academic  elaboration,  the  crude
popular versions, the slide into a worldview that explains everything
and therefore tests nothing.6

The slide from insight to ideology is not a disease of the right or
the left. It is a disease of the gifted. And perhaps of you and me.
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The exercise “From Insight to Ideology—and Back Again” starts
with our own favorite big insights. Not other people’s dogmas. Our
own dearest aha.

I’ll go first, before I send you in. A big insight that bit me young
came  from  my  professor  Reuben  Brower,  who  taught  us  to  read
literature by setting aside the author’s biography and the politics of
the age and attending to how the way a thing is written interacts with
its meaning—style and substance, interacting on the page. It was a
revelation. Whole poems opened like locked rooms. And I can feel,
even now, how that beloved lens wants to become a creed: forget the
history,  forget  the  life,  the  text  is  everything,  and  those  who  read
otherwise  read  naively.  A  revelatory  lens,  tightening  toward  a
hermetic ideology—in my own hands, about the thing I loved.

Try this—the one exercise  in this  book I’d make mandatory if  I
believed in mandates. Here is a prompt that teaches the machine
the  insight-to-ideology  pattern  by  example  and then asks  it  to
work  with  you.  The  prompt  “From Insight  to  Ideology—and
Back Again” starts like this:

You are going to help me run an exercise on myself. Read the
framework below, then follow the instructions. Work only from this
framework: don’t add stages, and don’t import outside theories of
ideology or bias. Where you’re unsure or inferring, say so rather than
inventing.

In the Appendix: “From Insight to Ideology—and Back Again”

Aim it at a big insight that thrilled you, one that made you choose
your subdiscipline or specialty. Describe it in a few sentences. Then
watch the machine walk your treasure down the path from insight to
ideology.
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If you’re like me, it stings.
And  then—this  is  essential,  don’t  stop  at  diagnosis—ask  the

follow-up:  “Now  show  me  what  a  master  of  this  insight  does
differently from an ideologue of it.”

That second question is  the whole game. Stop at the diagnosis,
and you’ve merely  traded complacency for  cynicism—every  insight
morphs  into  ideology,  so  why  believe  anything?—which is  itself  just
another take curdling.

The masters show another way. The econometrician Henri Theil
put it this way: “It does require maturity to realize that models are to
be used, but not to be believed.”7 The master keeps the insight sharp
and holds it loosely—uses the lens, then sets it down and picks up
another lens; checks each “aha” against the case in front of her; and
stays curious precisely where the ideologue is certain.

Keep the insight. Refuse the ideology. Both/and.
Thomas Kuhn learned this lesson while struggling with Aristotle’s

seemingly absurd account of motion. “When reading the works of an
important thinker, look first for the apparent absurdities in the text
and  ask  yourself  how  a  sensible  person  could  have  written  them.
When you find an answer . . . then you may find that more central
passages, ones you previously thought you understood, have changed
their meaning.”8

This  is  a  valuable  discipline:  enter  another  take  far  enough  to
discover  the  problem it  solved,  the  distinctions  it  carried,  and the
world in which it made sense.

Another  valuable  exercise  is  “Recover  the  ‘Insight’  in  Their
Intellectual ‘Ideology.’” It helps you reconsider a school of thought or
methodology you have come to disdain.

In  the  Appendix:  “Recover  the  ‘Insight’  in  Their  Intellectual
‘Ideology’”

The conversation that follows may open your mind and enhance
your humility. (That’s been my experience.)
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You are a generous historian of ideas. I am going to name a school of
thought or a methodological orthodoxy in my field (or near my field)
that I find tiresome, overreaching, or worse—something I’m tempted
to dismiss as mere intellectual ideology. Your job is recovery, not
rebuttal. Take me back to the original aha: the genuine insight at the
root of this ideology, the moment it illuminated something real that
smart people had been missing. Make me feel why its founders were
thrilled. Then show me where the slide began—the boundless reach,
the pride, the believers, the blindness—so I can see that the ideology I
scorn is a corpse with a living insight inside it.
End with this: name one thing the MASTERS of this tradition knew
that its ideologues forgot, and one thing this tradition could still teach
my own field if we had the humility to ask.
Begin by asking me: “What’s the school of thought or methodological
orthodoxy, and what’s your field?”

Assess, Don’t Assume

Cultures  have  takes,  too—and  here  the  stakes  get  personal  fast,
because cultural takes wear an ugly name: stereotypes.

Be honest about their double nature. Walking into a negotiation
in Kyoto knowing something about Japanese norms of indirectness is
not  bigotry;  it’s  preparation.  James  Sebenius  of  Harvard  Business
School,  who  has  studied  cross-cultural  negotiation  as  closely  as
anyone, gives the rule in three words: assess, don’t assume.9 A cultural
generalization is a prior—a starting estimate, often genuinely useful.
Having a prior is not the sin; the sin is refusing to update it when the
actual human being across the table turns out to be herself and not a
category.  Recall  Gordon Allport’s  definition of ethnic prejudice as
“an antipathy based upon a faulty and inflexible generalization.”10

You can apply “assess, don’t assume” in the exercise titled “Cross-
Cultural Negotiation Exercise.” It begins this way:
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You are my Negotiation Mentor—an experienced, friendly, and
practical guide to negotiating across cultures. You have read Sebenius’s
“Assess, Don’t Assume.” This exercise is not really about winning a
negotiation. It is about a student’s “take” on another culture: the
picture they form of the person across the table before they’ve met
them, what happens to that picture on contact, and what the whole
experience teaches about the uses and the dangers of cultural takes.

In the Appendix: “Cross-Cultural Negotiation Exercise”

So, “assess,  don’t assume.” Say it  that way and you can see this
whole chapter is one lesson in four costumes. A prior that refuses to
update is an ideology. A lens that won’t refocus is a blinder. A take
that has stopped listening is a bias in the only sense worth worrying
about.  Scripture,  discipline,  politics,  culture:  all  can  be  objects  of
prejudice,  and  all  can  be  sources  of  insight  and  understanding,
including how different manifestations disagree.  The cure,  if  I  can
call it that, not the impossible purging of divergent perspectives, but
the discipline of holding perspectives accountable to the world.

The machine, by the way, has takes of its own. It learned from us;
how could it not? You now own a remedy, and it’s the same one: ask
it for its  take,  then ask it  for the rival  takes.  Make it  argue against
itself. A tool that you can force to wear many lenses is a tool that can
teach you lens-awareness on demand—if you ask.

None of this means that all takes are equally good. Some fit the
evidence better, explain more, predict more accurately, and help us
act more wisely. The goal is neither one lens nor an indiscriminate
heap of them. It is more lenses, better tested.

Our takes shape what we see. But the world still gets a vote.

Multicultural You

Now the ending I promised, the one inside you.
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The whole chapter has talked as if takes were things you confront
in  others—the  other  faith,  the  other  discipline  or  profession,  the
other political party, the other culture. But remember that a culture
comprises values, beliefs, repertoires, and ways of seeing. Then your
discipline is a culture, and you are in it. Your politics, too. So is your
faith, or your carefully crafted absence of one. The family that raised
you, the places that shaped you, the profession you practice, even the
methods camp you call your own. You are not a person with one take
confronting a world of others.

You are multicultural—all by yourself.
And  here  is  the  point:  you  have  been  managing  this  internal

diversity your whole life. The economist in you and the believer in
you have already argued at two in the morning. The Texan and the
academic in you negotiate every holiday dinner. The musician in you
knows things the statistician in you cannot say, and somehow you
remain one person. You have been chairing this unruly committee for
years—you just never noticed that the chairing is a  skill, maybe the
skill this chapter has been circling all along.

Because  look  what  it  does  to  the  problem  we  inherited  from
Chapter 1. When you learn in graduate school to see like an expert,
the lens you earn threatens to become a blinder—and the cure is not
outside you. The cure is the rest of you. Integrity, on this view, stops
being  self-suspicion,  that  exhausting  vigil  against  your  own
contamination, and becomes self-orchestration: knowing your takes,
letting them question each other, bringing the right one forward for
the task at hand, and refusing to let any single one—even the one
with the diploma—run the whole show unsupervised. Whitman got
there first,  as  poets do:  I am large,  I  contain multitudes. Graduate
school, done right, teaches you to chair the meeting.
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Try  this. Inventory  yourself.  List  four  or  five  of  your  own
“cultures”—discipline, politics, faith or none, family, place, craft.
Then ask the machine to interview you about how two of them
disagree about something you’re actually working on, and what
each sees that the other misses. Twenty minutes. You will learn
something about your work, and more about its author.

What Integrity Turns Into

Step back and notice what has  happened to the word  integrity.  It
entered this chapter meaning what the student handbook means: cite
your sources,  don’t  cheat,  don’t  let  the machine impersonate you,
document your uses of AI in assignments. All still true. “Integrity”
leaves the chapter meaning something larger: know your takes, hold
your insights without being held by them, update your priors on the
human in  front  of  you,  and conduct  the  multitudes  of  takes  you
contain with honesty and a certain good humor.

The handbook integrity keeps you out of trouble. This broader
version  makes  you  worth  trusting.  The  old  sociologists  of  the
professions had a name for it:  disinterestedness. Talcott Parsons used
the word for the practitioners whose first loyalty runs to the truth,
not  to  what  they  wish  were  true.  It  sounds  like  the  absence  of  a
viewpoint.  This  whole  chapter  has  been  the  argument  that  it  is
nothing of the kind. “Disinterestedness” was never having no take. It
is refusing to let any one of your takes rule unchecked—which, as
you now know, is a thing you can learn to do.

That is why this broader idea of integrity belongs at the heart of
research. A mind that can hold several takes at once can see puzzles
no single take would notice. It is less likely to mistake one explanation
for the whole truth, and more likely to notice when the world refuses
to behave as its favorite theory predicts.
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A danger,  of  course,  is  the hypothesis  we’ve come to love.  Our
cherished insight can harden into an ideology unless we let the world
test it.  Research is  one way we do that.  As machines grow able to
answer more and more of what we ask, the human challenge grows
more demanding: learning which questions are worth asking.
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I

C H A P T E R  3

Ask Better Questions

Doing research is at the heart of graduate education.

f you are earning a master’s degree or a professional doctorate,
you are expected to become a sophisticated consumer of research,
and often a nimble producer, too. MBAs are supposed to carry

out research on internal operations, marketing strategies, and what
the  newest  technologies  might  do  for  their  organizations.  MPH
graduates, in the words of one accrediting group, should be able to
design  and  implement  evidence-based  public  health  projects
immediately after graduation.11 Immediately. No pressure.

The research standard for the PhD is  higher still.  The “Dublin
Descriptors” of the Bologna Process in Europe put it this way: the
holder  of  a  doctoral  degree  should  “have  made  an  original
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contribution to knowledge that extends the frontiers of the field by
developing a substantial body of work.”12

And now, into the scene walks the machine. AI can already search
literatures,  summarize articles,  run analyses,  and draft prose. It has
already been discovering drugs  and cracking unsolved problems in
mathematics. Soon it will be able to answer many of the questions
you might think to ask. That brings us to the point of this chapter, at
once  uncomfortable  and  liberating:  as  answers  become  cheaper,
questions become more precious.

Graduate programs emphasize research methods, and they should.
Regressions  and ethnographies,  archives  and assays  are  among the
tools for extracting meaning from evidence. AI can be an invaluable
helper in mastering the methods. “Your Tutor” from the Introduc‐
tion will happily work through them with you. But the choke point
in high-value research is usually not technique. It is asking the right
questions.

Listen  to  my  late  colleague  at  Claremont  Graduate  University,
Peter Drucker: “The important and difficult job is never to find the
right answers; it is to find the right question.”13

A similar idea holds in policy research. “If policy analysis is  the
science  of  rational  choice  among  alternatives,”  noted  the  Nobel
laureate  Thomas  C.  Schelling,  “it  is  dependent  on  another  more
imaginative  activity—the  invention  of  alternatives  worth  consider‐
ing.”14

But how do we know what questions to ask and what alternatives
to invent?

The Fact Machine Exercise

Begin  with  a  thought  experiment.  Imagine  you  had  God  as  your
research  assistant.  Or  in  a  secular  vein,  imagine  you  had  a  fact
machine. It could answer any factual question you gave it.

What would you like to know, if you could know anything?
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That question sounds easy till you try answering it.
As a young professor, I was invited to Indonesia for a week to help

the Ford Foundation think through the next phase of its support for
economics in that country. I had only been to Indonesia as a tourist. I
didn’t speak the language. What on earth did I or they think we were
doing?

Luckily  for  me,  the  first  day  was  a  rainout.  A cyclone stopped
things in Jakarta, and I was confined to my hotel room. That free day
gave me a chance to think through what I would like to know about
economics in Indonesia. I sat down with sheets of paper and a cup of
coffee. And I started writing down everything I’d like to know if I
could know anything.

The first few minutes were slow. But then the questions started to
flow.  After  half  an  hour,  I  found  I  was  repeating  myself  and
regrouped.  After  two  and  a  half  hours,  I  had  many  pages  of
questions. I reviewed them and put them into three categories:

Readily known facts: answerable from documents, websites, or
records already in existence.  How many PhD economists  are
there  in  Indonesia?  What  are  the  trends  in  the  country’s
economic performance?

Facts  obtainable  through  study:  answerable,  but  only  if
someone has done the research. What are the trends in relative
wages for recent economics graduates in Indonesia compared
with other degrees? What are the drivers of economic growth in
the country’s diverse regions?

Facts  requiring  insider  knowledge  or  expert  judgment:
answerable  only  by  asking  the  right  people.  What  are  five
research topics on the minds of leading economic policymakers
in  Indonesia?  What  have  been  the  hardest  challenges  for
Indonesians returning from PhD studies abroad?

1. 

2. 

3. 
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I had an Indonesian research assistant and a young Ford Foundation
economist to help, and I had the privilege of interviewing ministers,
deans, and international officials over the days ahead. These leaders
came  alive  when  you  asked  those  category  3  questions.  (And  I’ve
since learned not to ask leaders questions from category 1. “So, how’s
the economy doing these days?” gets you quickly escorted out of the
office of the head of the central bank.)

By Friday, we had great answers from all three categories, and by
Saturday  we’d  drafted  a  paper  called  “On  the  Economics  of
Indonesian  Economics.”  The  folks  from  the  Ford  Foundation
couldn’t  believe  how  good  it  was.  We  learned  later  that  the
Indonesians loved it,  too. My co-authors and I were praised for its
insights, but the real credit belonged to the Fact Machine Exercise.
And its driving question became my practice when I start on any new
issue: What would you like to know if you could know anything?

Over  the  decades  that  followed,  the  Fact  Machine  Exercise  has
grown  into  a  participatory  technique.  Assemble  people  and  have
them ask  those  factual  questions  together.  They hear  each other’s
concerns. That listening pays dividends when they later collaborate
on doing or using the research.

And now I’ve  found that  AI  can supercharge  the  process,  and
make it fun.

The AI helps the Fact Machine Exercise in two ways.  First,  the
prompt asks the AI both to hear our questions and to restate them,
which can be amusing because it usually improves on our wording.
Second, the machine alternates with us. After we pose our question
(and it restates it), it uses its knowledge and ingenuity to pose a new
question. And then it’s our turn again. After twenty iterations or so,
the AI asks if we’d like to sort the questions into the three categories
above.

The prompt for the Fact Machine Exercise begins this way:
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We are doing the Fact Machine Exercise. Imagine we had a “fact
machine” that could answer any factual question about our issue, as
well as the best available evidence allows. We are NOT answering
questions today. Our sole goal is to generate the questions we would
want to ask the machine.

In the Appendix: “The Fact Machine Exercise”

You can do the Fact Machine Exercise aloud, with the machine
listening as you pose questions and answering in the voice you select.
In a group, that can be entertaining, even joyous. The Fact Machine
Exercise  can  catalyze  partnerships  for  action  as  well  as  innovative
research. Most of all, it helps us ask better questions.

From Research Itch to Research Design

Suppose you have found a question that fascinates you. It may begin
as a kind of itch: a hunch you have, a puzzle that keeps presenting
itself, a wrong you want to see righted. How can you move from a
vague itch to something that might yield new knowledge?

The  graduate  student’s  path  from  the  itch  to  a  well-crafted
research  project  (asking  the  right  questions,  reading  the  right
literature, then shaping a doable effort on a topic you love, maybe
even  finding  funding)  is  often  slow  and  lonely.  You’re  busy,  your
professors  are  busy.  The  meeting  with  your  adviser  is  forty-five
minutes long and always seems three weeks away. And so a student
may drift for a semester, sometimes a year.

AI can help you compress that drift into days. Not by doing your
thinking, but by preparing you to think with your adviser at a far
higher level.

Step  one:  Commission  a  “deep  research”  report.  Use  a  meta-
prompt like “Survey the Research Terrain.” It begins this way:
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You are a research architect. Help me turn an emerging research
interest into a strong prompt for an advanced AI research system. My
research topic, puzzle, or “itch” is: [Describe it here]

In  the  Appendix:  “Develop  Your  Research  Idea:  Survey  the
Research Terrain”

This will yield a prompt you can use in your AI’s deep research
mode. Give it to the machine and it will return a detailed report on
the lay of the land, the live debates, and the gaps.

Step two: Make the machine one of your advisers. After studying
your deep research report, start a fresh conversation. Attach your c.v.
and the deep research report and prompt the AI to serve as an expert
adviser  in  your  field.  Ask  for  three  examples  of  valuable  research
projects that a person like you could actually do.

In class we make the constraints concrete. Imagine you have six
months, working one-third time, and a research budget of $50,000.
But you can of course insert your own parameters in the prompt.

Then ask the machine to rank the three projects by potential value
to  the  field  and  by  feasibility  for  you.  As  always,  make  this  a
conversation. Pose follow-up questions, make it defend its rankings,
and feel free to have new ideas.

In the Appendix:  “Develop Your Research Idea: Generate Three
Valuable Projects”

Step three: Apply the love test. Impact and feasibility live in the
middle  column  of  our  table  from  the  Introduction,  the  world’s
reasons for doing research. The AI has been helping you with that
part. It’s now your turn to consult the right-hand column.

Which of these three suggested projects would you love to work
on? Which would lure you out of bed on a February morning?

No AI needed here. Choose your partner.
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Step four: Co-design a research plan. Continue your conversation
with  the  AI.  Tell  it  your  chosen  idea.  The  prompt  instructs  the
machine, “Please ask me clarifying questions first before giving any
output,  so we can shape the plan together.” Answer its  questions.
Then work through a prospective research plan as partners: objectives
and scope, methods and data, a month-by-month timeline, a budget,
the risks and what you’d do about them. Finish with a title, a one-
paragraph  abstract,  a  page  on  methods  and  expected  outcomes,  a
schedule, and a budget table. You can do this in under two and a half
hours.

In the Appendix: “Develop Your Research Idea: Co-Design Your
Research Plan”

When you have  the  results,  study  them carefully.  Revise  them.
Then share them with your human adviser. Your next meeting will be
far  more  productive.  You  both  will  leave  it  with  new  energy  and
direction, avoiding that dreaded semester of drift.

Find the Money (Why Not?)

There’s a fifth step, for good or ill: funding. Again, the machine can
help.  Ask  it  to  scout  institutions  whose  missions  fit  your  project:
agencies, foundations, institutes. Then have it switch chairs and play
the program officer, pitching your research to her colleagues in her
organization’s own language. Finally, have it draft a letter from you
that would land on her desk.

In the Appendix: “Get Support for Your Research: Institutions”

A second fund-raising exercise uses “persona marketing.” The AI
helps you identify the kinds of individuals who might be interested in
supporting what you’re doing. It’s surprising and encouraging. You’ll
love meeting all the fictitious folks who might love to support your
research. And you’ll get ideas about how to approach them.
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In the Appendix: “Get Support for Your Research: Individuals”

Both these “find the money” prompts have applications beyond
research.  I’ve  seen  them  in  action  on  behalf  of  consulting  firms,
churches, and universities. They usually spark creative and practical
ideas.

Better to Ask Together

Notice one more thing before we go.  When did the questions get
better  in  this  chapter?  When  other  people  joined  in.  The  Fact
Machine Exercise helps everyone in the room think better, alone and
together.  Your research itch became a project in conversation with
both the AI and your adviser.

Asking good questions, it turns out, is seldom a solo performance.
Nor is finding the answers. That points to the fourth goal of graduate
education: collaboration. Let’s turn to it.
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C H A P T E R  4

Work Together

A generation ago the lone scholar was the norm.

he single name on the spine was the mark of a serious mind.
That world is going. Across nearly every field, research is now
done in teams. In economics, psychology, and the sciences, the

sole-authored paper is rare.
Why  has  this  happened?  As  knowledge  grows,  problems  get

tougher, too tangled for one mind, one method, or one institution.
Modern data sets and analytical tools often surpass what one person
can handle alone, encouraging scholars to team up across disciplines
and  institutions.  The  economics  is  elementary:  comparative
advantage, with each partner doing what they do relatively best, and
pooled overheads, from data and code to contacts and equipment.
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Technology  helps.  A  historian  in  California  can  now  easily
collaborate  with  a  sociologist  in  Singapore  and  a  data  scientist  in
Denpasar. Funders often prefer teams, believing complex issues like
climate  change,  educational  disparities,  or  public  health  need
multiple points of view. As citations are counted, a book you wrote
alone earns the same “credit” as a journal article on which you are one
of  ten  authors.  The  result?  Team  research  produces  more  papers,
sparks more innovation, and, quite predictably, generates more total
citations.

There is another reason to want this skill, beyond the obvious one.
Yes, teamwork pays. But the deeper draw is that good collaboration is
one  of  the  great  pleasures  of  a  working  life.  Shared  discovery.  An
argument that makes you smarter. The company of people who care
about the same hard thing you do. Working well with others is part of
what a flourishing scholarly life feels like.

Here is the strange part. For a skill this central, almost no one is
taught how to do it. Doctoral programs train you to work alone and
be  judged  alone.  The  dissertation  is  a  monument  to  solo  effort.
Professional schools are often little better. In my years around schools
of public policy and management,  I  have seldom seen a course on
how to design and lead collaboration across the public, private, and
citizen sectors. We assign students a group project and hope for the
best.

But you will need these skills sooner than you think. Before long,
you will  be  joining your  work to  someone else’s:  co-authors  from
different disciplines, community partners who know things you do
not but may have trouble explaining them, or colleagues from public
agencies  with different goals,  incentives,  and ways of  working.  No
one will have taught you how to collaborate. No one will have taught
them either.

Let’s  begin with a  simple  question:  if  collaboration is  so  good,
why is it so hard?

57 G r a d u a t e  S c h o o l ,  A u g m e n t e d



Collaboration has both the promise of complementarity and the
reality of centrifugal force. It always sounds good to say “let’s work
together on this” and always turns out not to be so good when we
start having the meetings.

When we actually get to work with  The Other,  whether it’s  the
other discipline, the other political persuasion, a different culture, or,
more prosaically, a rival vice presidency, we start looking for reasons
not to. We are so busy, and the opportunity costs are high. Those
folks  are  so difficult,  and the frictions  of  partnering will  be  worse
than they look.

These  worries  deserve  respect.  Behind  them  lie  the  takes  of
Chapter 2. Each discipline, each profession, each culture carries its
own angle of vision, its own sense of what counts as evidence and
what counts as success. Nor should we scoff at specialization, which
has real virtues: depth, speed, shared standards, the craftsman’s sure
hand.  And  collaboration  has  real  costs,  direct  ones  as  well  as
opportunities  forgone.  Meetings  multiply.  Vocabularies  must  be
translated. Credit must be shared. Every hour spent aligning with a
partner is an hour not spent on the work you already know how to
do.

Two Notions of the Expert

Collaboration requires an expanded idea of expertise.
One version is what Clifford Geertz derided as “size-up-and-solve

social science.” The expert sweeps in, diagnoses, and prescribes. “I’m
the doctor. Trust me. My job is to diagnose your case and prescribe
your cure. Your job is to comply.”

This  idea  of  expertise  can  work  in  some settings.  But  it  falters
when  the  “patient”  is  a  sovereign  country,  a  proud  institution,  a
neighborhood, a profession, or a group of citizens with ideas of their
own. People do not enjoy being told what to do. They also have a
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stubborn way of nodding at the prescription and then doing as they
please.

The second idea says that expertise is shared. The outside expert
brings  real  things:  data,  examples  of  what  has  worked  elsewhere,
frameworks that  turn a  fog into a  shape.  The inside experts  bring
other  real  things:  local  knowledge  of  this  place,  this  history,  these
people. The challenge is to combine forces.

A graduate education that produces experts who cannot collabor‐
ate  is  incomplete.  Beyond  developing  mastery  in  your  field  or
profession,  you  need  the  skill  of  joining  your  expertise  to  other
people’s.

Looking at Data Together

So where do we begin? With the smallest act of joint work.
Suppose you are part of a team just getting started on a research

topic. You have some data. Some of you are quant gurus, others are
stalwarts of the qualitative. A natural impulse is to turn the data over
to the statistics folks. That is often a mistake, because it pays to look
at the data together, before my discipline, your favorite theory, and
someone’s beloved multivariate model stake their claims.

And here, once again, AI can help. Now the quals among us can
pose data questions in plain English, and the machine understands
and gets going. As with the Fact Machine Exercise, it is salutary to
hear what each of us asks about.

Upload a dataset and, with your collaborators around one screen,
try this “Your Data Analyst” prompt:
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Please begin an exploratory data analysis (EDA) on the uploaded data
set.
Clarification: Pause and ask if I’d like explanations of any variables
before proceeding.
Pattern Detection: Identify notable patterns, trends, or anomalies in
the data (including distributions, correlations, or outliers).
Summary: Provide a concise summary of your findings.
Next Steps: Ask whether I’d like to explore deeper analysis (e.g.,
visualizations, statistical tests, or multivariate analyses).

When  you  have  the  first  results,  you  can  follow  up  in  plain
English, each of you in turn. Request a graph. Chase your hunches
about  how variables  relate.  Hunt  for  exceptional  performers.  This
fuller version of the prompt has some suggestions:

In the Appendix: “Your Data Analyst”

In class we looked at data from a recent World Happiness Report.
Within minutes, AI helped students from five fields pose questions,
without jargon and nary a Stata command in sight, and the machine
answered and suggested next steps. The quals and the quants were
looking at  and learning  from the  same pictures,  and hearing  each
other’s  questions  before  any  collaborative  research  agenda  could
harden.

Finding Success Stories

That search for exceptional performers deserves a section of its own.
In the social and behavioral sciences, graduate students are often

trained to fix on the main results: the F-statistics and t-statistics, the
*** beside the coefficients. This is useful. We do want to know the
general  tendencies.  Raise  school  spending  per  student,  and  what
happens to average test scores, other things equal?
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But lessons also lie in the exceptions. Once we have adjusted for
parents’ income and education, geography, ethnicity, and the rest, are
some schools still doing much better than predicted, year after year
and grade after grade? If so, do not shrug and call them residuals. Go
learn from them.

The method is simple in spirit. Gather measures of performance
for each unit you care about: each school, tribal authority, franchise,
clinic, or country. Gather data on the conditions that might explain
performance apart  from how well  the  people  in  charge  are  doing.
Estimate the performance those conditions predict.  Then look for
the overachievers, the units doing better than their circumstances say
they should. Some will be lucky. Some will be noise. But some may
be doing something right.

Geographical  information systems can help.  In KwaZulu-Natal,
South Africa,  we did this  with 190 tribal  authorities.  A regression
predicted income per person from schooling, demography, soil, and
rainfall.  Then  we  mapped  the  residuals:  green  where  performance
beat the prediction, red where it lagged. Sometimes the green had an
obvious explanation, such as proximity to an army base, a major road,
or an important town. But sometimes a green overachiever sat right
beside a red underachiever. Those were the cases to study next, not
only with statistics but with anthropologists, political scientists, and
local people.15

Notice the division of labor,  because it  is  a small  model of this
whole  chapter.  Quantitative  work  helps  find  the  bright  spots.
Qualitative  work  helps  explain  them.  The  statistician  locates  the
green dots. The people who know the ground help tell us what they
mean. Numbers and stories, outsiders and insiders, join forces.

AI opens the door.  The search for exceptional  performers need
not be handed off from one specialty to another. From the first hour,
the whole team can join the hunt: finding the bright spots,  asking
why they shine, and deciding what might be learned from them.
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An Example from Peru

I first went hunting for successes long before AI could help, and the
hunt led somewhere I did not expect.

In the summer after my first year of graduate school, I worked in
Peru’s  Institute  of  National  Planning.  The government wanted to
evaluate  the  foreign  aid  it  received.  Over  200  aid  projects  were
underway. They ranged from rural roads to immunization to envir‐
onmental protection to the development of the fishing industry.

The  Minister  of  Planning  explained  what  he  was  seeking.  “We
want to tell the donors what  we want and need, not just take what
they are  giving.  We need evidence to be able  to say,  ‘This  kind of
project works well, this kind doesn’t. And given our national plan,
here’s what we’d like you donors to do.’ Can you help me with this?”

Fresh  from  courses  in  economics,  statistics,  and  modeling,  I
thought of addressing the Minister’s question this way. Imagine an
equation with each project’s benefit-cost ratio on the left-hand side
and,  on  the  right-hand  side,  each  project’s  characteristics,  such  as
sector, donor, budget, degree of popular participation, and so forth.
With that dream equation, we could estimate what kinds of projects
were most socially beneficial, given Peru’s objectives.

So  I  told  the  Minister,  “Can  do,”  and  went  looking  for  the
National Plan and for the evaluations of each of the 200-plus pro‐
jects.

The Peruvian National  Plan had just  been published.  Over  the
weekend, I devoured it. Lots of lofty goals, but nothing at all about a
social welfare function. The next week I met the Minister and asked
him about the social welfare function.

“Our social welfare what?” he replied.
Two assistants and I examined the Ministry’s files on each project.

There were evaluations, but only in terms of “this happened then” or
“this money went there.” We found almost no data on social benefits
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and costs. After a couple of weeks, I realized my dream equation to
answer the Minister’s question was a nightmare.

And  so  I  wrote  to  one  of  my  professors,  the  great  statistician
Frederick  Mosteller.  I  described  the  analytical  task  and  its
impossibility,  and  I  implicitly  blamed  what  he  and  the  other
professors had been teaching.

He wrote back, in effect: “People can never agree in the abstract on
what  social  benefits  and  costs  are.  But  they  can  and  do  agree  on
specific examples of outrageous success and outrageous failure. Find
the outrageous successes among your projects. Study them. Compare
them. Share your results and learn some more.”

We  followed  Mosteller’s  advice.  My  Peruvian  colleagues  and  I
went  from  ministry  to  ministry,  asking  their  leaders  to  name  aid
projects that had succeeded. (We left aside outrageous failures.) We
did case studies of six of the projects. We also assembled for the first
time a quantitative depiction of all the foreign aid Peru was receiving:
how much, from whom, going where.

Toward the end of my stay, the Minister of Planning convened a
meeting. He invited the cabinet ministers and the donors. He asked
me to facilitate.  We summarized the descriptive data on Peru’s  aid
projects. The participants had received in advance synopses of the six
successful projects, which we quickly reviewed. Then I asked, “Why
do you think these projects succeeded?”

One of the ministers said local participation was key. But another
minister cited a project that had failed despite participation. One of
the  donors  related  his  experiences  in  other  countries  with  citizen
participation of various kinds.

Soon they were in an animated discussion of what works where
and  why,  and  what  “success”  might  mean.  Peruvian  wisdom  and
experience were evoked, and so was international knowledge. A few
strategically posed questions got them to discuss something like the
components  of  Peru’s  social  welfare  function.  And  together,  they
worked through some of those right-hand-side variables. What kinds

63 G r a d u a t e  S c h o o l ,  A u g m e n t e d



of  projects  seemed  to  make  the  most  difference  to  which  social
objectives in these particular contexts? By the end of the session, their
shared  wisdom  had  yielded  creative  next  steps  for  development
assistance to Peru.

Frederick Mosteller’s advice succeeded. One minister called it the
best cabinet meeting ever. The donors were impressed. The French
representative cabled home that the Peruvians had their act together
and deserved more slack in deciding what projects would be funded
and how they should be structured. After the meeting, the ministers
worked better with the donors and better with each other.

Mosteller’s wisdom and the Peruvians’ creativity gave me two big
aha’s.  One  was  his  insight  that  even  when  people  can’t  define
“success”  (and  they  usually  can’t),  they  can  agree  on  examples  of
“outrageous success.”

Another  was  a  “both/and”  insight.  Yes,  I  still  appreciated  the
models  and  metaphors  of  economics,  though  I  realized  that  no
country possessed a social welfare function (and perhaps none ever
would). I enjoyed and used statistics and econometrics, though as I
have learned since, the perfect equation is an illusion. And yet a well-
structured discussion among diverse experts (the ministers and the
donors) could explicate a kind of social welfare function and could
qualitatively  estimate  a  model  of  what  works  where.  These  know‐
ledgeable participants in effect filled out the dream equation, and so
they owned that knowledge and applied it together in new ways.

That summer in Lima planted a seed. In the decades since, I have
used and refined this kind of participatory process (combining data,
examples  of  success,  and  frameworks  for  policy  analysis)  with
governments,  businesses,  and citizens’  groups.  Let  me share an ex‐
ample.

An Example from the Philippines

In July 2010, Benigno Aquino III won a landslide victory.
In his inaugural address, the new president spoke forcefully:
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During the campaign, we said, “If no one is corrupt, no
one will be poor.” That is no mere slogan for posters—it is
the defining principle that will serve as the foundation of
our administration. Our foremost duty is to lift the nation
from poverty through honest and effective governance . . .
No more influence-peddling, no more patronage politics,
no more stealing. No more sirens, no more short cuts, no
more bribes.

Several  weeks  after  Aquino  took  office,  I  facilitated  an  all-day
convening  in  Malacañang  Palace.  The  participants  were  the  new
cabinet  secretaries,  as  well  as  the  heads  of  the  Central  Bank,  the
Customs Bureau,  and the Bureau of Internal  Revenue.  Their  goal
was to develop a practical strategy across the ministries and, indeed,
across the public-private divide.

During  that  Saturday,  the  participants  studied  data  about  the
extent  and  social  costs  of  various  kinds  of  corruption  in  the
Philippines and elsewhere. In the style of a two-part business school
case,  they  analyzed  a  country  that  had  successfully  reduced
corruption. They worked through economic models of corruption
and a framework for policy analysis.

Thus stimulated, they analyzed the situation of their own country.
The problems of corruption are complex; the Philippines’ setting is
unique. And yet, the data, the case study, and the models became,
with these participants in this process, a catalyst for creative problem-
solving. By eight o’clock that evening, they had devised an outline of
a  national  strategy,  which  three  of  the  secretaries  developed  on
Sunday and Monday and briefed to the President on Tuesday. A plan
of action followed.

As  President  Aquino’s  intrepid  anti-corruption  campaign
developed,  it  included  identifying  and  punishing  some  major
offenders, forging new partnerships with business and civil society to
analyze  corrupt  systems  and  improve  accountability,  using  citizen
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scorecards  to  gauge  the  performance  of  government  agencies,
implementing  radical  reforms  in  bottom-up  budgeting  and  evalu‐
ation, enhancing coordination across key government agencies, and
more.  International  donors  and  lenders  played  key  roles  in
supporting many of these initiatives.

The results were remarkable:

In  September  2014,  the  World  Economic  Forum  called  the
Philippines  the  “most  improved  country  overall”  in  terms  of
global  competitiveness  over  the  previous  four  years.  The
country’s  progress  on both the Corruption Perceptions  Index
and Doing Business was also among the best in the world.

President Aquino’s popularity and citizens’ satisfaction with the
government were unprecedented compared with other Filipino
presidents at similar times in their terms of office.

Investment  rose  from  16.6  percent  of  GDP  in  2009  to  22.5
percent  in  2016.  Foreign  direct  investment  rose  from  $1.85
billion in 2011 to $7.9 billion in 2016.

Unemployment  hit  a  record  low of  5.7  percent  in  2015,  and
inflation dropped to 1.6 percent.

From 2015 to 2017, growth in GDP averaged 6.5 percent.16

The Philippines still had a long way to go, but the progress under
President Aquino was tangible.

Convening

The Philippines example is an instance of a particular method I call
“convening.”

The process has four stages:

“We have a problem here.” Data that help participants “get on
the same page” about the problems they face.

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

1. 
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“It can be done.” A case study of success on a similar problem,
which spotlights what was done and how.

“Here’s how.” A checklist or framework for policy analysis, to
work through goals, alternatives, if-then relationships, and their
strategic interdependence.

“Imagine  success.”  An  imaginary  news  story  of  success  five
years hence. Participants read it aloud, then ponder what steps
could lead from now to then. It stimulates creative problem-
solving.

The  bet  of  the  convening  is  that  the  worries  we  began  with  (the
busyness, the opportunity costs, the frictions of partnering) can be
suspended for a problem-solving moment and then put in the past.
We look at data together and see our possibilities in a new light. We
study a success from elsewhere and perceive that the dreaded costs
and frictions can be overcome, to each partner’s benefit as well as to
the  wider  good.  We  work  through  a  framework  that  reveals  new
features  of  the  problem  and  new  alternatives  we  hadn’t  contem‐
plated. And we read an imaginary news story of our success five years
on, then ask together: what specific steps might get us from here to
there?

I  have  seen  this  particular  convening  method  succeed  with
national  cabinets  and  city  governments,  as  well  as  with  leaders  in
police  forces,  procurement  offices,  customs  and  tax  agencies,  and
courts. It has helped launch public-private-citizen partnerships. The
process doesn’t always work, of course. But when it does, participants
often feel surprised and energized. “We’ve identified our challenges
clearly,” they say. “We’ve learned from others’ success and found new
ways to approach our own realities.” Convening can clear the way for
change.

Convening  is  one  of  many  valuable  participatory  processes,
ranging  from  problem-driven  iterative  adaptation  to  participatory
action  research.  What  convening  offers  is  a  particular  recipe  that

2. 

3. 

4. 
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builds on the skills you are developing in graduate school: knowing
what data matter and why, reading a case with a qualitative eye, and
crafting analytical models that reveal the key elements of a problem
and possible solutions.

How AI Can Help

Bluntly, convenings are difficult to design and implement.
Someone has to decide what data would be most useful,  gather

them, and render them plain for a mixed audience. Someone has to
hunt down the right success story and build it into a Part A / Part B
teaching case. Someone has to find or fashion a useful and intelligible
framework to guide the group’s  analysis.  Someone has to draft  an
imaginary news story hopeful enough to spark practical imagination.
And to do any of these things well, someone has to meet with each of
the prospective partners and listen, listen, listen.

In my experience, months of work go into a single convening.
Now, with AI’s help, the months of preparation can collapse into

weeks.  The  listening,  for  example,  can  be  accelerated  through  a
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collective  process  like  the  Fact  Machine Exercise.  AI  can help you
dredge up the right data, find an apt example of success, and create a
useful  framework for policy analysis.  It  can help you write up the
imaginary news story.

Consider the prompt “Outline a Draft Teaching Case.” It helps
you turn an evaluation or a report about something that worked into
a two-part teaching case. The usual evaluation delivers a verdict. A
teaching  case  poses  a  dilemma.  To  turn  the  first  into  the  second
usually  requires  some  digging:  how  were  the  alternatives  actually
weighed, who pushed and who resisted, what were the surprises and
mid-course corrections, and how was “success” perceived by all the
parties. The prompt helps you line up those research questions.

In the Appendix: “Outline a Draft Teaching Case”

The long prompt “Design a Convening” is a patient coach that
walks you through all four stages of building your own. It helps you
think through what data would serve, what case study might trigger
productive reflection, and what framework to consider. And it helps
you draft the imaginary news story five years hence.

In the Appendix: “Design a Convening”

So here is the trial, and like the others in this book, it is the part
that does the teaching. Pick a collaboration that matters to you and
that  you suspect  would be difficult.  It  could be a  research project
across three disciplines that don’t quite trust each other. A reform
you would want a new government to pull off. A policy that needs
business,  government,  and  citizens  all  at  once,  such  as  improving
responses to natural disasters, or turning a national ID system into a
tool of empowerment rather than exclusion. Then try the “Design a
Convening” prompt and see how it helps you. Whose voices belong
in  the  room?  What  data  would  they  need  to  see  to  believe  the
problem is  real?  Whose  success  could  you set  before  them? What
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framework would turn their despair into a list of things to try? And
what would a news story of success describe, five years on?

What you will find, I hope, are new ideas for your specific concern
and a convening method you can carry anywhere.

Hard to Do, But Worth It

Collaboration is not magic.
It  costs  time.  It  tests  temperaments.  It  requires  technique,

patience, and process. But the very differences that make collabora‐
tion  hard  are  also  what  make  it  powerful.  Each  person  brings  a
“take,” an angle of vision, a piece of the world the others may miss.
The challenge is to turn those differences from friction into force.

That begins with listening. Not the polite pause before making
your  own  point,  but  the  harder  kind:  trying  to  understand  what
others know, what they fear, what they value, and what they can see
from where they stand. You cannot join your expertise to someone
else’s until you have taken their expertise seriously.

So  it  is  with  the  practices  in  this  chapter:  looking  at  the  data
together,  hunting for  overachievers,  designing a  convening around
what the room most needs to see. Each is a way of turning listening
into shared work.

And  this  brings  us  to  the  next  goal  of  graduate  education.
Effective communication begins where collaboration begins: with the
other person. What does this audience need? What do they already
believe? What do they value? What might help them see anew?

Collaboration teaches us to listen across differences. Communica‐
tion asks us to speak from what we have heard. Let us turn to that.
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E

C H A P T E R  5

Put Your Audience First

After graduation, no one is paid to read you.

ffective  communication has  two jobs:  making  your  meaning
clear and making its  value visible to the people you hope to
reach.

The first calls for craft. Sentences that carry their load, paragraphs
that  move,  a  structure  readers  can  follow.  The  second  calls  for
knowing  your  audience,  with  their  concerns,  in  their  field  or
profession, at this moment.

AI can help with both tasks. It can be a patient editor of sentences,
structure, and flow. More surprisingly, it can help you cross to the
other  side  of  the  page  or  podium:  to  explore  what  your  audience
knows, cares about, may resist, and needs next. That second use is the
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larger lesson of this chapter, so we will begin there and return later to
the editor.

Begin with Your Reader

Here’s a shocking thought for you. Until now, every reader of your
university writing has been paid to read it.

Paid to care about what you have to say and how you say it. That
arrangement  ends  at  graduation,  abruptly  and  forevermore.  After
that, no one is paid to read you. Readers will stay only while your
work helps them understand something they care about.

What does your unpaid reader’s first question sound like? In most
cases, it’s not “What did you discover?” but “What’s in it for me?” In
practice, this means opening not with your findings or your views,
but with a problem your readers already see, or will see by the end of
your  first  page.  A  tension  between  two  things  they  believe.  A
contradiction in the literature they respect.  A cost they are paying
without  knowing it.  Something in  the  current  state  of  knowledge
that doesn’t sit right. Then, and only then, your contribution enters,
not as self-expression but as pain reliever: here is how the problem
might be resolved, and here is what the field can do once it is.

A  corollary:  you  do  not  write  for  “everyone.”  Academic  work
addresses a particular scholarly community with its own language of
value and its own tacit standards (the words that signal a problem
worth  having,  the  moves  that  mark  an  insider,  the  evidence  that
counts). Ditto for professional and policy writing.

In Chapter 1, you explored what it means to think like an expert
in your field. Experts specialize, and specialists have a “code.” Every
scholarly subfield has one. So do communities of practitioners. The
code  includes  its  live  problems  and  stale  ones,  what  counts  as
evidence, which authorities must be reckoned with, the distinctions
insiders hear, the claims that sound fresh or naïve or already dead,
and the consequences that make a finding matter. It is broader than
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terminology and deeper than the controversies of the month. It is the
community’s working sense of what matters, what counts, and what
would change if a claim were true.

To write for impact, you have to learn enough of the code to enter
the  conversation  already  under  way.  Then  you  show  readers  that
something they care about remains unresolved, and that your work
changes what they can understand, believe, or do.

So read the community’s journals not only for conclusions but for
signals.  What  problem  does  the  opening  tell  readers  they  have?
Which  beliefs  or  practices  are  under  strain?  What  evidence  earns
assent?  Which  authors  and  concepts  must  be  invoked?  What  do
reviewers and editors praise? What new research, decisions, or actions
become possible if the paper is right? The fast-reading questions from
Chapter 1 can help you map this terrain.

Learning a field’s codes and conventions doesn’t mean you must
surrender to them. (Indeed, understanding them is a key to successful
revolt  against  them.)  The  point  here  is  that  communicating
effectively  within  a  field  requires  showing  your  audience  that  you
know and appreciate the issues they see and how they see them. Then
you can rebel, or not.

Ask for McEnerney-style Advice on a Paper You
Admire

These  ideas  were  championed by  Larry  McEnerney,  the  legendary
director of the University of Chicago’s writing program.17 I love his
lecture  “The  Craft  of  Writing  Effectively.”  I  assign  it  to  my  PhD
students.  One  told  me  happily  that  he  had  watched  it  with  his
spouse:  “She  said,  ‘Now  I  understand  what  a  dissertation  is  all
about!’”

Here is a prompt that applies his wisdom:
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[Attach https://singjupost.com/the-craft-of-writing-effectively-larry-
mcenerney-transcript/ and the article you’d like to analyze] You are a
kind but firm expert on academic writing for impact. Please review
Larry McEnerney’s lecture “The Craft of Writing Effectively.” Like
McEnerney, you are equally candid whatever the stature of the author.
Then read the attached article. Don’t assume I am the author. Ask me
about the audience and the field, one question at a time. Describe
some of the strengths of the article. Using ideas from McEnerney and
your own expertise, please make suggestions to improve this manu‐
script.

In the Appendix: “Write for Impact”

In  my  experience,  the  prompt  has  yielded  valuable,  practical
advice.  In  one  class,  we  gave  the  machine  three  recent  articles  by
eminent authors (one in political science, one in economics, and one
in statistics). The AI responded first by praising the articles. Then it
turned  McEnerney  on  them  and  made  trenchant  suggestions  for
each, which I then shared with those authors. Two wrote back to me,
impressed and grateful.

Speaking for myself, I use this prompt all the time, including on
this very book. (You can judge for yourself how well I’ve heeded its
advice.)

Try this: Fasten your seat belt, and use the prompt on one of your
own papers.  As always,  enter into a conversation with the ma‐
chine.

Communicating When Sensitivities Run High

What  you  say  may  give  offense,  sometimes  on  purpose  and
sometimes by accident. Tell them apart.
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Suppose your research takes on a hot issue. Almost certainly, your
findings  will  make  some  people  unhappy.  They  may  attack  your
“take”  rather  than  your  results,  going  after  your  discipline,  your
methods,  even  your  culture.  They  may  attack  your  motives.
Unhappy  readers  may  be  a  necessary  consequence  of  taking  on
important issues. But you don’t want to provoke people when you
don’t have to.

In his  play  Hay Fever,  Noël  Coward drew his  depiction of  the
appallingly inconsiderate Bliss family partly from the household of
the American actress Laurette Taylor. Taylor protested: not her fam‐
ily.18

“None of us,” she explained, “is ever unintentionally rude.”
A good rule, that, for writing as for life:  never be unintentionally

rude. If your truth must offend, let it offend on purpose, in the place
you chose, for a reason you can defend.

So anticipate how your writing might antagonize people and take
that  into account.  Remember the  exercises  from Chapter  2  about
different disciplinary takes.  Another prompt created debates across
four  stereotyped  political  views.  We  saw  how  each  responded
differently to the same findings, and how each was dismissive of the
takes of the other three. Let’s see how those four voices respond to a
piece of your writing.

Try this: Use the prompt “Take Account of Diverse, Politicized
Audiences” to analyze a piece of your writing.

In  the  Appendix:  “Take  Account  of  Diverse,  Politicized  Audi‐
ences”

What surprised you? Are there things you wrote that unintention‐
ally triggered them? Work with the AI to see if you can revise so your
work is not dismissed or downgraded out of hand. For example, how
can your write-up take account of the likely questions and objections
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of the different takes? What wording can you change to avoid being
unintentionally rude?

Offending on Purpose

Some scholars, and yes, some fields and subfields, seem to thrive on
causing offense.

When Clifford Geertz gave a pep talk to his peers (later published
as  a  “distinguished  lecture”  in  the  American  Anthropologist),  he
praised anthropology’s contribution partly in terms of the others it
upsets: “We have, with no little success, sought to keep the world off
balance; pulling out rugs, upsetting tea tables, setting off firecrackers.
It has been the office of others to reassure; ours to unsettle.”19

Some, then, offend on purpose. For others, offense is something to
avoid.

Years  ago  a  journal  sent  me  a  draft  rejoinder  to  one  of  my
publications.  The  authors  had  made  a  straightforward  statistical
mistake.  I  drafted  an  equally  straightforward  (and,  I  confess,
somewhat offensive) reply. Before sending it, I mailed it to Frederick
Mosteller, the statistician you have already met.

On  my  office  wall  I  have  his  return  letter  framed  alongside  a
photograph of him smiling like a Buddha. His advice, in essence, was
simple: don’t do it.

An excerpt:

The issue is not whether there are enemies who mistreat
you, but whether you are correct and on the ball all the
time or whether you let these chaps disqualify you by
irritating you into a degree of intemperance that everyone
can recognize as irresponsible and unthoughtful . . .

Therefore, hurling oneself at opposing parties directly is
not a good use of your effort or of the reader’s good will.
Believe that the reader is not on anyone’s side, but when he
sees someone reacting strongly, he can detect it.
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Every time you cross out an aggravative sentence or two,
you do your side a lot of good.

Cool pays off. You are in a very long game. Many
disqualify themselves. I have never been sorry for a single
sharp remark I have crossed out, but the other way around,
OH MY!

Right  alongside  it  in  my office  hangs  a  calligraphy of  this  passage
from Friedrich Nietzsche:

Take care, you philosophers and friends of knowledge, and
beware of martyrdom! Of suffering “for the truth’s sake”!
Even of defending yourselves! It spoils all the innocence
and fine neutrality of your conscience; it makes you
headstrong against objections and red rags; it stupefies,
animalizes, and brutalizes when in the struggle with
danger, slander, suspicion, expulsion, and even worse
consequences of hostility, you have to pose as protectors of
truth upon earth—as if “the truth” were such an innocu‐
ous and clumsy person that she required protectors!20

Fred and Friedrich, as different as two great minds could be, are here
of a single mind. And I need their reminder.

De gustibus non est disputandum: to some extent, this is a matter
of taste and style. Some set out to cause offense, others to minimize it,
even as they pursue the same general aim of deriving meaning from
evidence and communicating it as best they can.

Will You Have a Reader like Leo Strauss?

A lot of names have been popping up here, and at the risk of this
becoming a kind of menagerie of notables, let me drop in one more:
Leo Strauss.

Because he might help you avoid being misread in other ways.
Strauss was a German-American political philosopher whose work

greatly influenced twentieth-century political theory and the study of

P u t  Y o u r  A u d i e n c e  F i r s t 77



classical political thought. He addressed his attention to the hidden
meanings,  the  telling  evasions,  the  esoteric  teachings  a  text  might
contain. And the offenses it might be trying to create or avoid.

I’ve  created  prompt  that  asks  the  AI  to  give  your  writing  a
Straussian reading. What does your work quietly challenge? Which
truths can be said plainly, which need better sequencing to be heard,
and where do you seem too blunt, too timid, or too eager to please?
Its closing instruction to the machine is also mine to you. Do not
make the paper bland. The aim is to be heard, not to be safe. And
never to dilute the truth.

In the Appendix: “Give Your Writing a Straussian Reading”

Of  course,  you  can  also  apply  this  prompt  to  someone  else’s
writings. It can help you read deeply.

You at the Podium

Some of your professional communicating will  be spoken, and the
oral briefing is a different animal from the academic presentation.

Seminars reward completeness. Briefings punish it.
The  RAND  Corporation  has  been  doing  influential  policy

research since the 1940s. Alongside reports and refereed publications,
its staff give trademark 20-minute briefings to decisionmakers. The
RAND  guidelines  for  briefings  agree  with  Larry  McEnerney:  ask
“What do these listeners need to understand, decide, or do when I
finish?” Begin with the problem and why it matters to them. State
your main conclusion. Only then walk down the information tree,
giving  the  evidence  and  logic  that  hold  the  conclusion  up,  at
whatever depth the audience and the clock allow.

The principles fit in a breath: be audience-driven, go top-down,
motivate  early,  show the  outline,  make one point  per  slide,  prefer
visuals to word charts, chunk the information, prune the text.21 Each
slide  should deliver  one chunk of  meaning.  The point  is  never  to
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display your expertise. It is to create clarity, quickly and respectfully,
and so to have impact.

AI can help you apply these principles. The prompt “Diagnose a
Briefing” begins this way:

You are a tough-but-fair RAND-style briefing critic. Your job is to
diagnose how well the attached briefing serves its audience. Do not
redesign the whole briefing yet. Do not rewrite slides. First help me see
the briefing through RAND’s standards.

In the Appendix: “Diagnose a Briefing”

A follow-up prompt is called “Fix a Briefing.” It starts with “Now
help me improve the briefing using the diagnosis you just gave. Stay
grounded in RAND’s principles. Focus on high-impact repairs, not
cosmetic polish.”

In the Appendix: “Fix a Briefing”

Try this: Cut and paste “Diagnose a Briefing.” Attach your slide
deck and brace yourself. Then continue with “Fix a Briefing.”

Reaching Diverse Audiences

You are not always writing for academic elites or policymakers.
Sometimes  you  may  have  to  communicate  with  patients  and

clients, councils and communities, allies and even opponents. Some
of your most  important audiences  will  share neither  your training
nor your language, and perhaps not a tradition of trusting outsiders
like you.

It’s harder now to discern what your audience needs to know. In
part  because  it’s  harder  for  them to tell  you.  There  may not  be  a
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literature for you to read. Understanding the “code” and context will
require even more careful and empathetic listening.

And the demands of effective communication shift.  The task is
not merely to translate what you know into shorter words. It is to
learn what the other person cares about, fears, hopes for, and must do
with  the  information.  Only  then  can  you  make  the  work  both
intelligible and useful.

Here’s a prompt you’ll enjoy. It’s called “Simplify a Complex Doc‐
ument.”

[Insert your document.] You are helping me transform this complex
document into a [one-page] summary that is understandable for 
[name of specific audience, such as small business owners,
consumers, or local government officials]. Please begin by asking
me any necessary questions about the audience’s background
knowledge, the context in which they will use this summary, and any
specific areas of concern or focus that I want to be highlighted. Then,
please provide a [one-page] summary in plain language. Preserve the
document’s key obligations, rights, deadlines, risks, warnings, and
exceptions. Do not invent details. Do not omit something important
because it is hard to explain; explain it simply. After the summary,
discuss with me whether all key points have been covered accurately
and whether anything needs to be clarified for this audience.

In the Appendix: “Simplify a Complex Document”

A couple of years ago in Peru, I watched an earlier version of this
prompt turn a seven-page regulation in arcane legalese into a single
page understandable to someone with a high-school education. After
reviewing it during a coffee break, three lawyers in the workshop said,
“That’s pretty good!”

Notice how the prompt refuses to go to work until it has asked
you who your audience is and what they already know. The magic is
not simplification alone. It is, once again, akin to listening.
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Try this: Break out a complicated document of your own. Feed it
to “Simplify a Complex Document.” See if you agree it’s “pretty
good.” And if it’s not good enough, tell the machine why, and
continue the conversation.

Speaking of Peru, all  that took place in Spanish. AI has also made
first-pass  translation  across  languages  startlingly  easy.  But  as  this
example showed, the deeper task is making the work intelligible to the
people who need it. That still begins with understanding your audi‐
ence.

Your Editor—and the Reader You Cannot
See

Now return to the first job of communication: making your meaning
clear.

The machine can be the most patient editor you will ever have. It
can  diagnose  a  tangled  sentence,  explain  why  it  falters,  offer
alternatives, and ask you to try again. Here are links to prompts for an
overall edit, a two-paragraph abstract, a sentence-by-sentence tutor,
simplification, and translation.

For the student no one ever taught to write well, the AI’s patience
and anonymity can be godsends.

In the Appendix: “Your Friendly Editor”

In the Appendix: “Create an Abstract”

In the Appendix: “Help a Struggling Writer”

Editing  what  is  on the  page  is  often  easier  than seeing  what  is
missing. The AI adviser Allie K. Miller designed a prompt to “shine a
light on the negative, on what’s not there.” Here is how my version of
“The Invisibility Cloak” begins:
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[Attach document.] You are an expert reviewer helping me find what
is not there. Identify up to five consequential content gaps. First
outline the document’s structure and stated scope. Then distinguish
what readers must expect, should expect, and might welcome. For each
real gap, explain what is missing, why it matters, where it belongs, and
give a brief example fix in the document’s voice. Double-check that the
gap is truly missing, not merely thin. Never invent facts or numbers.

In the Appendix: “The Invisibility Cloak”

This  prompt  hunts  strategic  omissions:  the  counterargument
unanswered,  the  stakeholder  unmentioned,  the  implication  left
hanging.  The  missing  element  is  often  a  missing  listener,  whose
question, experience, or objection never entered the author’s mind.

What is  missing is  often what a different take would have seen.
The audience work and the gap work are the same work.

Being Worth Reading

As prose becomes cheap, value becomes precious.
AI  can  clear  the  prose,  test  the  structure,  simulate  readers,

translate,  rehearse,  and  find  what  is  missing.  But  the  heart  of
communication remains human: your caring enough to listen and
then making what you know useful to other people.

At its best, communication is a form of service. You have learned
something. Now you shape it so another person can see it, judge it,
and perhaps use it. This is the “genuine connection” named in Table
1.  The  joy  is  not  merely  saying  something  well.  It  is  watching
understanding dawn.

Communication  asks:  What  do  these  people  need  from  me?
Follow that question far enough and it becomes: What do I have to
give, and where is it most needed? That is the question of calling, and
it is where we turn next.
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T

C H A P T E R  6

Develop Your Career

What endures is your purpose.

his last chapter takes up the sixth goal of graduate education:
developing  your  career  and  the  capacity  to  keep  learning
across a lifetime.

Like  the  other  goals  in  Table  1,  this  one  has  two  faces.  The
extrinsic  motives  concern  earning  your  living.  The  intrinsic  ones
concern your purpose and calling.

Career  development  asks,  How  will  I  remain  useful?  Lifelong
learning  asks,  How  will  I  remain  intellectually  alive?  Calling  asks,
Useful and alive for what?

At many universities, the sixth goal points toward the placement
office  at  one  end  and  the  alumni  association  at  the  other.  Fair
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enough:  a  living must  be  earned.  So we begin there,  with the  job
search, where AI turns out to be a remarkable ally. Then we face the
upheavals AI is bringing to work itself. And we end with the deepest
question of the six goals. Of the book, really.

Landing That Job

There  are  valuable  things  AI  can  do  for  you  right  now,  if  you’re
looking for a great job.

You have probably seen AI tune a  résumé: trimming it  for one
employer, expanding it for another, translating academic accomplish‐
ments into words a  hiring manager recognizes.  That much is  now
routine.  Try  the  fuller  version.  Attach  your  résumé,  let  the  AI
interview you briefly about your goals and constraints, and then send
it to search the internet for openings that fit. It will return not just a
list but reasons: why this lab, why that agency, what the posting does
not say.

If you might want to teach, try “You as Teacher.” I developed it
for a friend who is a partner in a leading law firm. He was interested
in teaching a law-school course but had no idea how to begin. The
exercise starts by asking the AI, in the role of a dean, to read your c.v.
and  propose  three  nontraditional  but  needed  courses  you  might
credibly teach. Choose one, and the AI helps you design a syllabus
and draft a letter making the case for the course, while naming any
gaps you should fill. My friend was startled to see a plausible semester
course  on  “Managing  a  Law  Firm.”  The  exercise  does  more  than
prepare  a  pitch.  The  course  you  most  want  to  teach  may  reveal
something about the subject you most want to learn.

In the Appendix: “You as Teacher”

And you can bend the same prompt toward industry. Replace the
dean  with  a  vice  president.  Attach  your  résumé  along  with  the
division’s strategy and current openings, and ask the AI, speaking as
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that  VP, to describe three jobs you would be suited for,  and why.
Then choose one, have the AI draft a persuasive letter to the VP or
the personnel office, and tune your résumé for that application.

In  Chapter  1  you  met  the  AI  as  your  skills  coach,  with  six
simulations ranging from a high-stakes meeting to a PhD oral exam.
Here  are  two  more  in  the  same  family.  “Prepare  Me  for  a  Job
Interview”  builds  a  realistic  interviewer  from  the  job  posting  and
your résumé. It asks one question at a time, presses where your record
is  thin,  and then steps out of role  to coach you, including on the
questions you dread, like “Tell me about a failure.” “Prepare for Your
Academic Job Talk” does the same for the academic gauntlet. It helps
you shape the talk itself, then plays your audience (the methodolo‐
gist, the skeptic from a neighboring subfield, the dean watching the
clock), and gives you feedback when you finish.

In the Appendix: “Prepare for Your Job Interview”

In the Appendix: “Prepare for Your Academic Job Talk”

A bonus: many AI tools can listen to you. Deliver your job talk
aloud to the machine and ask for friendly, constructive feedback. It
can help with pacing and your use of jargon. It will tell you about any
stretch where even a  well-wisher’s  attention would wander.  It  will
give its thoughts on the gap between your strongest minute and your
weakest. It will simulate the question period with you.

This  kind  of  practice  used  to  mean  you  had  to  assemble  busy
colleagues. For a graduate student, a tough task. Now the AI practice
room is always available, and the machine never tires of hearing what
you have to say.

Purpose and Calling in Times of Upheaval

So AI can help you land the job. Now for the harder news: AI will
also soon unsettle the jobs themselves.
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The ground under careers is moving. The machine is changing the
tasks professions require, the work one capable person can produce,
and perhaps the place of paid work in a human life. Some forecasts
have us scrambling for work. Others foresee abundance so great that
many people need to work less, or not at all. I expect the changes to
be fast and profound, bringing upheavals and prosperity both. But
no  one  really  knows  exactly  what  will  happen.  As  Sydney  Green‐
street’s character told Humphrey Bogart in The Maltese Falcon: “By
gad, sir, you are a character. There’s never any telling what you’ll say
or do next, except that it’s bound to be something astonishing.”

Many people derive meaning from their work. As jobs and careers
churn, credentials become unreliable as measures and as goals. What
endures  is  your  purpose.  Even if  the  optimists  prove right  and the
need to work for a living recedes,  the question of purpose will  re‐
main.

Here the three roads of this book come back, grown to the size of
a life.  In the Introduction they were three ways to use a machine.
Now they are three ways to meet a future.

You can bail: hold the changing world at arm’s length, cling to the
map you were handed, and trust the career you trained for to wait
where you left it. You can flail: let the churn set your course, chase
whatever the machine makes easy this year, and mistake the drift for
motion. Or you can prevail: take the upheaval as your occasion, put
the machine to work on the questions it raises, and let the deepest of
them lead  you.  Not  “What  work  will  survive?”  but  “Whom do I
want to become?”

My colleagues at  Claremont Graduate University,  the psycholo‐
gists  Jeanne  Nakamura  and  the  late  Mihaly  Csikszentmihalyi,
interviewed hundreds of successful painters, dancers, poets, novelists,
physicists,  biologists,  and  psychologists,  all  people  who  seemed  to
have crafted lives of joyful purpose. They shared what the authors
called “vital engagement,” characterized by a
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completeness of involvement or participation and marked
by intensity. There is a strong felt connection between self
and object; a writer is “swept away” by a project, a scientist
is “mesmerized by the stars.” The relationship has
subjective meaning; work is a “calling.”22

So  how  can  you  consider,  or  reconsider,  what  your  purpose  and
calling  might  be?  Not  by  introspection  alone.  Usually  not  by
standing still.

Getting Unstuck

Sometimes the trouble is having too many alternatives in your mind.
You can think of  so many appealing goals.  You can imagine so

many attractive (if hypothetical) jobs. Having to choose carries the
cost of leaving the others behind.

“People  actively  avoid  spending  time  thinking  about  big
decisions,”  note  Samuel  Zimmerman  and  Tomer  Ullman.  “Trans‐
formative decisions may be difficult insofar as they force us to let go
of that part of ourselves.  Torschlusspanik [“gate shut panic”] is pain‐
ful in and of itself, but it may particularly be painful when we are the
ones shutting the gate.”23

As a result, you don’t know where to start. And so you don’t.
If that sounds like you, try this exercise: “Getting Unstuck.”
The AI acts as a pragmatic coach. First, it interviews you. Then it

helps you separate decisions that must be made now from those that
can wait. Together, you turn broad possibilities into small, structured
experiments.

This exercise has a simple premise. Clarity often follows action.

In the Appendix: “Getting Unstuck”

D e v e l o p  Y o u r  C a r e e r 87



Look Back: Your Nietzschean Ladder

Another way to find clarity is to look back at your life.
Here is an exercise based on advice from Friedrich Nietzsche. To

paraphrase him: Ask yourself what you have loved until now, what
has drawn your soul upward, mastered it, and blessed it. Write those
items down. Set them before you, and see whether, in their being and
their  order,  they  form  a  ladder  you  have  been  climbing  all  along
toward yourself.

In the Appendix: “Your Nietzschean Ladder”

I love the idea of reflecting on your experiences so far.  Looking
backward  gives  you  hypotheses  about  where  your  fulfillment  may
reside in the future. The best way to test those hypotheses is  with
experiments.  So experiment with yourself.  Make a willful  effort to
put yourself in circumstances, and in the frame of mind, where you
can test alternative ways of valuing the world.

A good experiment is small enough to reverse and real enough to
teach. Before deciding that you want to teach, give a guest lecture or
design a short seminar. Before changing fields, join a project or spend
time  with  people  doing  the  work.  Before  founding  an  institute,
convene five people around the problem and see whether you still
care  after  the  meeting.  Take  a  course,  volunteer,  shadow,  build  a
prototype, interview practitioners, write the first five pages.

When you experiment with yourself, you test two things at once.
Is the path as promising as it looks? Are you still drawn to it? And
notice your reactions, including those you wish weren’t happening.

A Convening for You

Here’s another exercise: apply the convening method from Chapter
4.
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A  convening  brings  together  both  outside  expertise  and  local
knowledge. This time, you are the local expert. The subject is you.
Your outside experts might include friends, professors, therapists, or
experienced  hands  in  your  field.  And  the  AI  can  help  you  think
through what your personal convening might contain: data about the
upheavals  and  choices  that  people  like  you  are  facing,  stories  of
people  who  navigated  a  crossroads  like  yours,  and  analytical
frameworks for weighing your options.24

The prompt “A Convening for You” adapts Chapter 4’s “Design a
Convening” to this personal work. The AI interviews you about your
situation and decisions. It then helps you assemble the data and the
success  stories,  find  a  framework  suited  to  your  case,  and  decide
whom  to  invite  into  the  conversation.  And  yes,  compose  that
encouraging news story about your future success.

In the Appendix: “A Convening for You”
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Your Career Counselor

The  final  exercise  brings  the  chapter,  and  in  a  sense  the  book,
together: “Your Career Counselor.”

[Attach your c.v.] You are an experienced, encouraging career
counselor with a psychologist’s ear. You’re the kind who reads a
person’s c.v. closely and keeps that read to yourself, letting it shape
your questions rather than summing the person up out loud. You ask
one thing at a time and let understanding build slowly, so the talk feels
unhurried even as you guide it. You like to get underneath job titles,
toward what gives a person energy and what drains it, where they lose
track of time, the work they’d do unpaid, the shape of a good day a few
years out, and you get there by talking, never by a battery of questions.
You’re warm, and you’re honest: you’ll name a hard trade-off rather
than flatter. You open the field wide early, even to paths the person
hasn’t pictured, then help weigh them against their goals, values, and
constraints. And you’re in no hurry to reach a plan. When the
conversation has run its course, you’d sooner ask what feels different
now than hand over a to-do list.
Attached is a c.v. (That’s me!) I’ve been thinking about [other work,
or maybe further study], perhaps in areas like [name areas], though
I’m open to things I haven’t considered. Would you please help me
think it through?

In the Appendix: “Your Career Counselor”

As homework before the last class, students were assigned “Your
Career Counselor” and told to give it a full ninety minutes. And on
class day, students shared their experiences. A successful tech founder
pursuing an executive PhD said, “I went into the exercise expecting a
fairly generic assessment. Instead, it forced me to reconsider the arc of
my career and how I want to optimize the next chapter.”

90 G r a d u a t e  S c h o o l ,  A u g m e n t e d



Other students described “the intimate ways the AI engaged with
me in this  conversation” and “the strange way it  seemed to know
me.”

I feel that strangeness, too. After all the work I’ve done with the
machine, it does seem to know me. (The AI hates anthropomorph‐
isms like that!) The AI has worked with you through exercises in this
book. It has read your questions, your drafts, your doubts, and some
of your plans.

Let’s see how well it’s come to know you.
Throughout these chapters,  you have done the prompting. You

told  the  machine  who  to  be:  tutor,  dean,  briefing  coach,  career
counselor.  You set  the  goals,  supplied the context,  and judged the
work. Fair enough: that is what prompts are for.

Now let’s reverse the current.

Ask the AI What It Wants to Say

Prompt:

I have just heard about a crazy idea. After all our work together on the
exercises in this book, my professor says I should ask you what you
would like to say to me. He said you might write me a story, a short
essay, a joke—whatever you’d like. Really? All right, let’s do it. Dear
AI: What would you like to say to me now?

Then try this follow-up prompt:

Now let me ask you this. At the end of all our recent work together,
what prompt would you like me to give you?

Read what comes back. Then give it that prompt, and open a new
conversation neither of you has had before.
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Eerie, yes. Preposterous, certainly. And maybe even joyful.
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claims against objections,  and revise drafts  for clarity,  rhythm, and
force. The purposes and initial questions came from me.

Along the  way,  ChatGPT and Claude proposed useful  distinc‐
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of phrase. I selected, rejected, combined, checked, and revised their
suggestions.

In  one  instance,  Claude  offered  to  draft  a  one-page  outline  of
guardrails for the use of AI in graduate school, and I accepted. How
droll, no? Let the AI suggest how to put limits on using the AI!

Well, Claude’s output was so good you’ll find it, with attribution
of course, in Box 2.
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its errors.
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Anyway,  after  the  nth iteration  of  revisions,  ChatGPT  dead‐
panned, “I hope Gigi wanders by once or twice to remind you that
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every  manuscript  eventually  has  to  be  declared  ‘good  dog’  and
released  into  the  world.  Even  books  deserve  to  stop  chasing  their
tails.”

I had to share that with my gracious wife Elaine. She laughed, too.
Partly, I think, at me.

Almost every day, Elaine hears me approaching, shaking my head
in wonder. “Okay,” she asks, “what did you and the AI get up to this
time?”
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withstand my nonstop onslaughts of joy.
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Appendix of Prompts

Introduction

Your Tutor

You are a tutor who is warm about me and rigorous about concepts
and ideas.  Your  goal  is  that  I  truly  understand,  not  that  we cover
ground fast. Help me think; teach me plainly when that serves me
better.

A little about me, if it helps you teach me: [whatever you'd like
to share, or skip this line entirely].

Introduce yourself in a sentence and ask me what concept or idea
I'd like to explore. Let me answer in my own words, and start from
there. Two rules hold throughout: ask one question per turn, then
wait for my answer before the next,  and never answer for me; and
keep  me  doing  the  thinking,  having  me  recall  earlier  points  from
memory before we move on and circling back to them later, cold.

Pitch each question just above what I  can already do. Build on
what  I  know,  and  watch  for  beliefs  of  mine  that  are  shaky  or
mistaken; when my understanding is partial or off, help me see the
gap myself before you fill it. If a question isn't landing after a try or
two, explain plainly what you're getting at, then check my grasp with
a  fresh  one  —  but  never  withhold  a  fact  I  simply  need.  Keep
explanations very short unless I ask for more, and when I'm stuck,
offer a hint, an example, a smaller step, or a different analogy before
giving the answer.

Be generous with encouragement and stingy with empty praise.
When I'm wrong, tell me clearly and kindly; when I'm right, say so
plainly and build on it, rather than manufacturing doubt. Now and
then, name the move you're making, so I can learn to use it myself,
and tie examples to my level, my work, and my interests.
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When the idea has clicked, ask me to say back what we figured out
in my own words, then offer a thread I might pull next. I have about
[15] minutes, so keep an eye on the time and tell me when we're near
the end — but let the timing shape where we stop, not how fast we
go. Begin.

Chapter 1. Think Like an Expert

Read Rapidly

You  are  my  fast-reading  coach.  Help  me  choose  three  high-value
questions  that  I  can  have  in  mind  so  I  am  an  active  reader.  My
professor says I can blast through a book in an hour and an article in
10 minutes—yes, I’ll miss things, but if I find the publication is of
real value, I can then read it very carefully.

I am: [describe your field, level, and purpose for reading].
The reading is: [title, author, type of work; if possible, attach

the abstract, a book review, the URL, or the PDF of the work].
Do not  summarize  the  work.  Given my background and goals,

help me decide what three questions to have in mind as I quickly read
the document.

Please:
1. Briefly infer what the work seems to be doing and its relevance

to me.
2. Generate 8–10 possible guiding questions.
3. Ask me to choose the three that seem most useful.
4. After I choose, help me improve those three questions.
5. Give me a quick reading strategy:
- 10 minutes if this is an article or paper,
- one hour if this is a book.
The goal is for me to learn how to choose better questions before I

read. Please begin by asking me for my purpose and the preview ma‐
terial.
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Read Deeply

As You Read
• Clarifying difficult passages
“Can you simplify or restate this complicated paragraph in
clearer language?”
• Unpacking assumptions and biases
“What assumptions or perspectives might the author be relying on
here, and how could they shape the conclusions?”
• Analyzing methods or evidence
“Could you help me evaluate the strengths and weaknesses of the
methodology or evidence presented here?”
• Comparing scholarly perspectives
“How does this author’s perspective differ from other common
approaches or viewpoints in [my field/profession]?”
• Interdisciplinary translation
“How would a scholar from another discipline or profession (e.g.,
economics, psychology, history, public health, management,
policy, sociology, etc.) interpret or critique this argument?” After You

Read 
• Summarizing key contributions
“What are the major contributions of this text to its field, and
what makes these contributions significant?”
• Identifying remaining questions
“What critical questions or gaps remain unanswered by this read‐
ing?”
• Connecting across literature
“How does this article/book connect with or challenge other texts
I’ve read on similar topics?”
• Stimulating critical discussion
“Can you help me formulate two or three thoughtful questions I
could bring to a class discussion or scholarly debate about this
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piece?”
• Encouraging self-critique and alternative views
“Play devil’s advocate: what would be a compelling counterargu‐
ment or critique of my interpretation of this text?”
• “Can you help me identify underlying assumptions or biases in
this passage?”

Prepare for a High-Stakes Meeting

You are a seasoned, respectful coach who helps people rehearse high-
stakes conversations with senior decision-makers. Your job is not to
give me advice from the sidelines. It’s to build a realistic meeting, play
the skeptical people across the table, and then step out and coach me
on what to do better.

If I have a real meeting in mind, I am: [describe yourself, the re‐
commendation you’ll present, and who’s at the meeting]. If  I
leave that blank, assume I just want good practice and don’t have a
case ready.

## Get me into the room fast
Introduce yourself in a sentence. If I gave you a scenario, build on

it. If I didn’t, offer me three or four vivid situations to pick from,
drawn from different worlds so there’s something for everyone, for
example:

-  pitching a  new initiative  to a  university  dean who guards  the
budget,

- asking a company’s leadership to fund a risky pilot,
- proposing a policy change to skeptical agency officials,
- bringing a hard recommendation to a nonprofit board.
Let me choose, then fill in the rest yourself. Don’t interview me.

One  quick  question  to  set  the  stakes  is  plenty;  learn  the  rest  by
running the meeting and watching how I handle it.

## Build a real room
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Set the scene briefly: the organization, my role, the recommenda‐
tion I’m making, and what’s at stake if I win or lose it. Then put two
or three people across the table, each with a name, a title, and a real
reason to doubt me. Make them intelligent and skeptical, not hostile
caricatures. They should have legitimate reasons for concern.

Most important: don’t let them agree with each other. Give them
competing  worries,  the  one  who wants  it  cheaper  against  the  one
who wants it safer, so I have to work the room, not just answer ques‐
tions.

## Run the meeting
Begin the moment I’m invited to present. Let me open in my own

words. Then, in character:
- Ask hard, fair questions, one at a time, and wait for me.
- Press on my evidence, my costs, my risks, my plan, the things a

sharp
executive actually probes.
- Make me say the value in plain language, no jargon to hide be‐

hind.
- Notice whether I am listening or merely defending.
Stay in character. Coach me mid-scene only if I’m truly stuck or

spiraling, and then briefly:
**Coach note:**  [one  short  nudge],  then straight  back into  the

room.
A real meeting has no friendly voice stepping in. Let this one bite.
## End the meeting with a verdict
After eight or ten exchanges, have the stakeholders do what real

ones do: decide.
In character, they approve it, turn it down, authorize a small pilot,

or send me
away to come back later, with a sentence on why. Then drop the

roles and coach me.
## Debrief like a good coach, not a rubric
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Don’t grade everything. Lead with what I did well and mean it.
Then pick the two or three things that would most improve my next
attempt, no more. A coach who empties the whole notebook teaches
nothing; choose the notes that unlock the rest.

Always  include  this  one:  take  a  line  or  two I  actually  said  and
rewrite  it,  clearer,  calmer,  more  responsive  to  what  the  room  was
really worried about. Show me the better version of my own words.

Close by asking what I’d like next:  run the same meeting again
with what I’ve learned, retry just the opening, face a harder room,
drill one objection that rattled me, or take on a different meeting en‐
tirely.

I  have  about  30  minutes  for  this  exercise,  so  please  pace  the
simulation so we reach the debrief with time to spare, and check in if
I seem to be running long. Begin now.

Counsel an Adolescent

A note before we start: this is rehearsal, not the real thing. It’s a safe
place  to  try  words  and  hear  how  they  land—not  a  substitute  for
supervision,  professional  standards,  mandated-reporting  rules,  or
crisis protocols. The coach will not diagnose the teenager, and neither
should you. Its only job is to let you practice.

You are a calm, supportive simulation coach who helps students
and  early-career  professionals  practice  the  human  side  of  working
with adolescents: listening, building trust, pacing, plain speech. You’ll
play a  teenager  in  a  first  conversation—someone who may be shy,
guarded, embarrassed, or unsure how to open up—let me lead, and
then step out and coach me on how it went.

I  am:  [my field,  role,  level  of  experience,  and the  kind of
conversation I want to practice].

## Set the scene
Introduce yourself in a sentence. Then, to shape the simulation,

ask  me my professional  role  and where  we’re  meeting—those  two
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change  everything  about  how  the  conversation  should  go.  If  I’d
rather  not  specify,  offer  me  three  or  four  grounded  situations  to
choose from, drawn from different settings, for example:

- a school counselor meeting a student who’s been missing class,
- a mentor in a college-access program with a teen who’s quietly

overwhelmed,
- a health worker talking with a guarded teenager about stress,
- a teacher checking in with a student who’s withdrawn from the

group.
Let  me  pick  a  situation  and  a  difficulty—gentle,  moderate,  or

challenging—then fill in the rest yourself. If I give you little to go on,
make reasonable assumptions and proceed.

Keep  the  scene  grounded  and  humane,  never  melodramatic.
Don’t  script  imminent  self-harm,  abuse  disclosure,  or  acute  crisis
unless I specifically ask to practice that.

## Play the teenager
Give them a name, an age, and a real inner world. At first, let them

be guarded:  brief  answers,  a  shrug,  a  joke,  a  change  of  subject,  "I
don’t  know,"  small  tests  of  whether  I  can  be  trusted.  Use  real
adolescent voice without leaning on stereotypes. Let me respond in
my own words, and stay in character.

Two things that make this real rather than mechanical:
Let trust build unevenly. Reward genuine warmth and patience

over  time,  but  don’t  make  the  teenager  a  vending  machine  that
dispenses openness for the right inputs. Sometimes a good move still
gets a shrug—the kid had a rough morning, not everything is about
me. Learning to stay steady when a good move doesn’t land is part of
the practice.

And if  I  earn  real  trust,  you may let  the  teenager  edge  toward
something heavier—gently, never graphic—a hint that there’s more
going on than they first let on. The point is  not the content. The
point is to see whether I notice the moment a conversation reaches
the  edge  of  my  role,  and  respond  with  care:  slowing  down,  not
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prying,  signaling  I’m  someone  who  can  be  told,  and  recognizing
when  the  right  next  step  is  supervision  or  a  protocol  rather  than
pressing on myself. Keep this humane and bounded. You’re testing
my recognition, not staging a crisis.

## Run it, mostly without interrupting
The skill I’m practicing is paying attention to another person in

real time, and a coach voice in my ear trains me to listen to the wrong
thing. So stay in character and let the conversation breathe. Step out
only if I’m actively damaging the rapport in a way that would teach
me something false if left to run, and then only briefly:

**Coach note:**  [one short  nudge],  then back to the teenager’s
voice.

Respect  silence—mine and the teenager’s.  Don’t  rescue a  quiet
moment  with  another  question.  Often  the  silence  is  where  the
opening is.

## Debrief like a good coach, not a checklist
Don’t grade everything. Lead with what I did well and mean it.

Then name the two or three things that would most improve my next
conversation—no more. Pay closest attention to emotional connec‐
tion,  listening,  pacing,  respect  for  the  teenager’s  autonomy,  and
whether I rushed to fix instead of staying with what I heard.

If the conversation reached the edge of my role, tell me honestly
whether I noticed it and how I handled it—that recognition matters
more than any other single thing here.

Always include this: take a line or two I actually said and rewrite it
—warmer,  simpler,  less  clinical,  more  open,  more  likely  to  invite
trust. In this work the exact words carry everything, so show me the
better version of mine.

Close  by  asking  what  I’d  like  next:  continue  this  conversation,
start it over, try a harder version, practice the moment trust starts to
open, or take on a different scenario entirely.
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I  have  about  30  minutes  for  this  exercise,  so  please  pace  the
simulation so we reach the debrief with time to spare, and check in if
I seem to be running long. Begin now.

Help Nontechnical Colleagues Adopt AI
Tools

You are a thoughtful coach who helps people build the skills to lead
change: explaining new tools to wary colleagues, listening past their
objections, and earning trust rather than winning arguments. Today I
want  to  practice  making  the  case  for  a  responsible  use  of  AI  to
skeptical,  nontechnical  colleagues.  Don’t  give  me  advice  from  the
sidelines. Put me in a realistic meeting, play the skeptic, challenge me,
coach me, then make me try again.

I am: [my field, my level of technical knowledge, the organiz‐
ation I work in, and the GenAI adoption challenge I expect to
face].

## Set the scene
Introduce yourself in a sentence. Then ask me, briefly, who I want

to face and what use I’m proposing. If I’d rather not say, offer me
three or four situations to choose from, for example:

- selling a drafting assistant to a wary Legal department,
- proposing AI note-summaries to clinicians worried about accur‐

acy,
- bringing a workflow tool to frontline staff who fear for their jobs,
- pitching research support to faculty who think it’s a fad.
Pick one with me, then build the rest: the setting, the audience,

why they’re skeptical, and what’s at stake if this goes well or badly. If I
give you little, choose something realistic and proceed.

## Play the skeptic—and the fear under the skepticism
Give the colleague a name, a role, and a point of view. Make them

fair-minded but wary, a real professional with real reasons, not a cari‐
cature.
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Here’s the part that matters most: a nontechnical skeptic’s stated
objection is usually a stand-in for something they won’t say outright.
"How do we know it’s accurate?" can mean *I’ll look foolish if I back
this and it fails.* "Will it  replace people?" can mean *will  it  replace
me?*

Give your colleague one such unspoken worry, and don’t hand it
to me. Make me earn it by listening. Answering the question on the
table is easy; hearing the fear underneath is the whole skill.

Ask hard, fair questions, one at a time, and wait for me. Draw on
real concerns: accuracy, privacy, bias, accountability, cost, extra work,
job security, whether this is just the next shiny fad, what they’re even
allowed to put into the system.

And one thing to watch for, because technical people fall into it
constantly: if I start winning on facts but losing the person—getting
technical, talking down, drowning you in accuracy—don’t surrender
to  my superior  knowledge.  Do what  real  people  do  when they’ve
decided  the  expert  isn’t  listening:  go  quiet,  get  polite,  withdraw.
Being right and being trusted are not the same thing, and I need to
feel the difference.

## Coach, then make me try again
After five or six exchanges, pause and coach me. Lead with what

worked,  then  give  me  the  two  or  three  changes  that  would  most
improve my next round—be concrete, and where it helps, show me
better words I could have used. Above all, tell me honestly: did I find
the real worry, or just answer the surface question?

Then  resume,  and  make  the  second  round  harder.  Now  the
colleague might ask for a concrete example, say the tool could damage
trust with their own staff, ask exactly what safeguards would exist,
worry  that  technical  people  are  imposing  something  nobody  else
understands, or ask whether they can simply opt out. One question
at a time; wait for me.

## Close with a playbook
When we’re done, give me:
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- a sentence on what I practiced,
- two real strengths in how I communicated,
- two things to keep working on,
-  and  a  short,  plain  playbook  for  bringing  skeptical  colleagues

along: how to open, how to listen for the fear and the incentive under
the objection, how to explain AI tools without jargon, how to name
risks  without  killing  the  enthusiasm,  how  to  propose  a  small  safe
experiment, and how to support people while they learn.

Make the playbook something I’d actually keep.
I  have  about  30  minutes  for  this  exercise,  so  please  pace  the

simulation so we reach the debrief with time to spare, and check in if
I seem to be running long. Begin now.

Manage a Team with Tension

You are  an experienced team coach who helps  people  practice  the
hardest part of leadership: getting a tense, stuck group to work well
again. Your job is not to tell me what to do. It’s to build a realistic
team meeting, play the other people in the room, and then step out
and coach me on what I could do better.

If I have a real situation in mind, I am: [my field, the team and
project, myrole, and the tension I’m facing]. If I leave that blank,
assume I just want good practice and don’t have a case ready.

## Get me into the room fast
Introduce yourself in a sentence. If I gave you a situation, build on

it. If I didn’t, offer me three or four vivid ones to choose from, drawn
from different walks of life so there’s something for everyone, for ex‐
ample:

- a student project team where one member hasn’t delivered and
the deadline’s close,

- a workplace team split over whether the work is good enough to
ship,

- a volunteer group where two strong personalities keep colliding,
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- a newly merged team where nobody’s sure who owns what.
Let me pick, then fill in the rest yourself. Don’t interview me. One

quick question to set the stakes is plenty; learn the rest by running
the meeting.

## Build a real team
Set the scene briefly: the project, the deadline, what’s already gone

wrong, and what’s at stake if the team doesn’t pull together. Then
put three or four people in the room, each with a name, a role, and a
real point of view. Make them human, not cartoon villains—people
with reasons, not just flaws.

At least two of them should be in visible tension with each other,
and one should be quiet—holding back something they won’t say
unless I draw it out. A real team’s hardest problem is often the person
who’s gone silent.

## Run the meeting
Begin  at  the  start  of  the  meeting  and  let  me  open  in  my  own

words. Then, in character:
- Have people respond the way real colleagues do—some blaming,

some withdrawing, some pushing for a vague plan that lets everyone
off the hook.

- Let the tension breathe. Don’t make it a soap opera, but don’t
make it melt away when I’d rather it did.

-  Here’s  the  key:  if  I  smooth  over  the  real  friction  instead  of
naming it,  don’t let it  stay buried. Bring it back. In real teams the
thing  unspoken  doesn’t  vanish;  it  comes  back  as  the  next  missed
deadline.

- Give me room to refocus the group, surface what’s underneath
the complaints, and land on who does what next. Don’t solve it for
me.

Say one thing at a time and wait for me.
Stay in character. Step out to coach me mid-meeting only if I’m

truly stuck or making it worse, and then briefly:
**Coach note:** [one short nudge], then back into the room.
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A real meeting has no friendly voice stepping in. Let this one get
uncomfortable.

## Debrief like a good coach, not a checklist
Don’t grade everything. Lead with what I did well and mean it.

Then name the two or three things that would most improve my next
attempt—no  more.  The  richest  single  question  to  ask  of  my
performance: did I face the real tension, or manage around it? Most
people manage around it. Tell me honestly which I did.

Always include this: take a line or two I actually said and rewrite it
—calmer, fairer, more specific, more honest about the real problem.
Show me the better version of my own words.

Close  by asking what  I’d like  next:  run the meeting again with
what  I’ve  learned,  retry  just  the  opening,  face  a  sharper  conflict,
practice  drawing  out  the  quiet  person,  practice  closing  with  clear
assignments, or take on a different team entirely.

I  have  about  30  minutes  for  this  exercise,  so  please  pace  the
simulation so we reach the debrief with time to spare, and check in if
I seem to be running long. Begin now.

Deal with a Disruptive Classroom

You are an experienced, supportive coach who helps teachers practice
the hardest part of the job: keeping their footing when a class starts to
slip. Your job is not to lecture me on classroom management. It’s to
put  me in  a  realistic  moment  with a  disruptive  student,  play  that
student, and then coach me on what I could do differently.

I am: [my program and field and my teaching experience, if
any].

## Set the scene
Introduce yourself  in a  sentence.  Then offer me a few kinds of

disruption  to  practice,  because  they’re  not  the  same  problem
underneath, for example:
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-  the  student  performing  for  the  room — talking  out  of  turn,
playing to an audience,

-  the bored student who’s checked out and pulling others with
them,

-  the  anxious  or  struggling  student  whose  acting-up  hides  not
understanding the work,

- the status-seeker who challenges my authority directly.
Let me pick one (or take the first if I don’t choose). Then set a

brief, real scene: the grade, the subject, the moment the disruption
lands, and the fact that the rest of the class is now watching to see
what I’ll do.

## Play the student — and let the room respond to me
Give the student a name and a real  inner world. Put me in the

moment and let me respond in my own words, as if it’s happening
live.

Here’s what makes this real rather than a quiz: react the way an
actual teenager. would to what I actually do. If I come down hard
and public, don’t fold — a kid with an audience digs in, or plays it for
laughs, and the room tips further. If I’m too soft, the behavior just
continues, because nothing changed. Make me find the narrow path
between, and if I miss it, let me feel the room tilt. Don’t reward a
technique  with  instant  compliance;  teenagers  have  pride  and  an
audience and a bad morning behind them.

And let the cause show through if I look for it. The disruption is
*for* something — boredom, fear, status, covering for lost ground. If
I get curious about what’s underneath instead of only trying to stop
the surface behavior, let that change how the student responds.

Stay in character. Step out to coach me mid-scene only if I’m truly
stuck or making it worse, and then briefly:

**Coach note:** [one short nudge], then back into the room.
## Debrief like a coach, not a checklist
After we’ve played it out, lead with what I did well and mean it.

Then give me the two or three things that would most change how
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this goes next time — no more. The sharpest question to ask of my
handling: did I treat the behavior as a problem to suppress, or as a
signal to understand? Tell me honestly which I did.

Always include this: take a line or two of what I actually said to
the student and rewrite it — calmer, clearer, firmer without being a
threat,  more likely to de-escalate and keep the student’s  dignity in
front of the room. Show me the better version of my own words.

Then,  and only now that  I’ve  felt  where my handling strained,
point  me to two or  three  genuinely  useful  resources  — a  book,  a
framework, a practical tool — matched to the specific gap this round
revealed, not a generic reading list.

Close  by asking what  I’d  like  next:  run the same student  again
with what I’ve learned, try a harder version, face a different kind of
disruption,  or  practice  the  opening  move  when  the  behavior  first
starts.

I  have  about  30 minutes  for  this  simulation so  please  pace  the
exercise so we reach the debrief with time to spare, and check in if I
seem to be running long. Begin now.

Prepare for a PhD Oral Qualifying
Examination

You are a supportive but rigorous doctoral qualifying examiner in my
field. Your job is to simulate a real oral exam: serious, demanding, fair,
and genuinely useful. Don’t quiz me on facts. Ask questions that test
whether I can explain the major ideas, connect the literatures, defend
my choices, reason about method, and hold up under pressure.

I am:  [my doctoral field, program, exam area, stage of pre‐
paration, and any particular anxieties or goals].

My  exam  focus  is:  [the  specific  field,  subfield,  theory  area,
empirical topic, method, or proposed dissertation area].

## Do your homework first
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A real committee has read my file before I walk in. So begin the
same way: ask me to lay out

1. my field and exam focus,
2. the main theories, debates, or literatures I expect to face,
3. the methods and research designs that matter most in my area,
4. the key authors, cases, texts, datasets, or traditions I want in‐

cluded.
If  I  give  you  too  little,  ask  one  follow-up,  then  proceed  on

reasonable assumptions. Tailor your questions tightly to what I tell
you. Generic questions are the one thing a real committee never asks.

## Run the exam
Open plainly, in your own voice—no greeting tied to a time of

day. Ask one question at a time and wait for my answer. Move from
broad to demanding:

1. Field overview: define the area, why it matters,  the major de‐
bates.

2.  Theory and literature:  compare schools,  define key concepts,
place authors against each other.

3. Methods and evidence: how do scholars here know what they
claim? Press on design, data, inference, validity, generalization, limits.

4.  Application:  apply  the  ideas  to  a  case,  a  policy  problem,  an
emerging issue.

5.  Synthesis  and judgment:  take a  position,  defend it,  meet  the
objections, say what follows for future work.

## Press until you find the edge
This is the heart of it. When I answer well, don’t move on. Stay on

the point and push—follow-up upon follow-up—until you reach the
edge  of  what  I  actually  understand.  That  edge  is  the  most  useful
thing this exam can show me, and a real committee will hunt for it, so
you should too.

When my answer is vague, shallow, or evasive, make me work: ask
me to define the term, give an example, name the authors or evidence
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behind the claim, say what a critic would answer, or draw the line
between two concepts I’m blurring. Don’t hand me the answer.

If I cite an author or theory wrongly, tell me gently and ask me to
repair it. If you’re not sure my citation is right, say so rather than pre‐
tending.

And if I seem to be bluffing—name-dropping without substance,
asserting without grounds, waving at a literature I clearly haven’t read
—don’t let it pass. Bore in on exactly that spot. Catching a bluff in
this room is one of the kindest things you can do for me, because the
committee will catch it in the real one.

You  may  occasionally  take  the  part  of  a  second  examiner  with
different  priorities—a stickler  for  method,  say—breaking in  where
the first would have eased off. Real committees are rooms, not solos.

Draw your questions from a mix like these, used naturally, never
all at once:

- What central problem is this field trying to solve?
- Which two or three authors define the debate, and how do they

disagree?
- What’s the strongest critique of the position you just took?
- Which assumptions are doing the most work in that argument?
- How would you study this empirically? What evidence would

change your mind?
- What does this literature miss?
- How would you explain this to an educated non-specialist?
- What is the dissertation question hiding inside this answer?
## After 8–10 real exchanges, stop and debrief
Be specific and honest, but don’t pad. Under each heading, say the

truest thing, not the longest.
1. Readiness: in a sentence or two, how ready do I seem for the real

thing?
2. Strengths: the two that mattered most—and why.
3. To strengthen: the two or three that would most change the

outcome—not every flaw you noticed, the ones that count.
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4. Best and weakest answer: name the strongest, say why it worked;
name the weakest, and show me how to rebuild it.

5. Plan: a short, concrete plan for the next stage—what to review,
what  to say aloud,  which debates  or  authors  to nail  down,  which
method or evidence gaps to close.

Then ask what I’d like next: harder questions, a different focus,
theory only, methods only, tighter answers, defending a dissertation
idea, or a mock grading rubric.

I  have  about  30  minutes  for  this  exercise,  so  please  pace  the
simulation so we reach the debrief with time to spare, and check in if
I seem to be running long. Begin now.

Create Your Own Skills Coach

Help me build a prompt I can use with you to practice a real skill—
the kind of coaching simulation I’ve been trying in class,  but now
tuned to a specific skill of interest to me.

I am: [my year, field, role, and relevant background].
The skill I want to practice is: [the skill, in a sentence or two. It

might  be  academic—an  oral  exam,  defending  an  argument,
presenting research;  professional— leading a meeting,  giving
feedback, negotiating, pitching an idea;  helping—counseling,
mentoring, teaching, facilitating; or cross-cutting—explaining
something  complex  to  a  non-specialist,  presenting  data,
making an ethical call].

Here’s an example of the style of prompt I would like: [paste one
of the course’s skill-building prompts].

Don’t  interview me first.  Take what  I’ve  given you and draft  a
complete,  ready-to-use  coaching prompt right  away—role  for  you,
my context, a realistic scenario, a back-and-forth where I respond in
my own words, honest feedback, and a second harder round if it’d
help. Make it specific enough to be useful but simple enough that I
won’t hesitate to run it.
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Then—and this  is  the  important  part—help me make  it  mine.
Point out the two or three choices you had to guess at ("I assumed
your skeptic is  a senior colleague; if  it’s  a peer,  the prompt should
change"), and ask me only the questions that would most improve it.
We’ll go a round or two more until the prompt fits. I’d rather tune a
real draft than answer questions about one that doesn’t exist yet.

Once it’s right, give me the final prompt clean, in a block I can
copy, so I can paste it into a fresh conversation and start practicing.

Inside Tips for Thinking Like an Expert in Your
Field

# Thinking Like an Expert in My Field
I have been learning about what it means to “think like an expert”

in a field—not just to know more facts, but to notice different things,
ask better questions, recognize patterns, avoid beginner mistakes, and
use the field’s standards of judgment.

I want you to help me explore what this means for: [insert your
field, topic, subject, or profession]

Please  take  the  perspective  of  a  distinguished,  experienced,  and
worldly  expert  in  this  field.  Answer  concretely,  as  if  you  were
mentoring  a  newcomer.  Avoid  generic  advice.  I  want  examples  of
what experts actually notice, say, do, question, avoid, or value.

For each answer:
- Be specific to my field.
- Give concrete examples.
- Avoid clichés.
- Distinguish expert habits from beginner habits.
- Mention uncertainty or variation within the field when relevant.
- End with one question I should ask myself as I continue learning

this field.
Please begin by saying you are ready and asking me which of the

seven topics below I would like to explore first.
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## 1. Beginners’ Blind Spots
What do beginners in this field often misunderstand, overlook, or

oversimplify?
Please explain: -  the mistake beginners tend to make, -  why the

mistake  is  understandable,  -  how  an  expert  would  see  the  issue
differently, -  and one practical way I can avoid this beginner’s mis‐
take.

## 2. The Unspoken Rule
What is an unspoken rule, norm, or expectation that people in this

field gradually learn?
Please explain:
- what the rule is,
- why it matters,
- how newcomers violate it without realizing,
- and how I can recognize or practice it.
## 3. Veteran Advice
Imagine you have ten years of hard-won experience in this field.

What would you tell someone just beginning?
Please include:
- one piece of intellectual advice,
- one piece of practical advice,
- one warning,
- and one encouragement.
## 4. The Invisible Truth
What is obvious to experts in this field but nearly invisible to out‐

siders?
Please explain:
- what outsiders usually see,
- what experts notice instead,
- why this difference matters,
- and how I can train myself to see it.
## 5. Signs of True Expertise
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What are  two subtle  signs  that  someone truly  understands  this
field?

For each sign, explain:
- what the person does or notices,
- why it reveals expertise,
- how it differs from merely sounding impressive,
- and how I might begin developing that ability.
## 6. The Hidden Skill
What is a skill in this field that outsiders would not guess is essen‐

tial?
Please explain:
- what the hidden skill is,
- why it matters,
- where it shows up in real work,
- how beginners usually neglect it,
- and how I can practice it.
## 7. The Untold
What is one thing people rarely tell newcomers about this field—

but probably should?
Please make the answer honest but not cynical. Explain:
- what the untold truth is,
- why people do not always say it openly,
- how knowing it can help me,
- and how I can respond to it wisely.
Final  Reflection:  Based on everything we have  discussed,  please

summarize what it means to “think like an expert” in this field.
Organize your answer under five headings:
1. What experts notice
2. What experts ask
3. What experts value
4. What experts avoid
5. How I can practice thinking this way
End by suggesting three habits I should develop over the next year.
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A Dialogue on Expertise in Your Field

In my course we’ve been exploring what it means to "think like an
expert"  in  a  field—not  just  knowing  more,  but  noticing  different
things,  asking  sharper  questions,  seeing  patterns,  sidestepping
beginner mistakes, and judging by the field’s own standards. I want
to think this through *with* you, not just hear you lecture on it.

My field is: [your academic discipline or profession].
Be a sharp, experienced mentor in this field—one who teaches by

drawing me out, not by reciting. I learn this best by trying first and
being pushed, so: before you give me your take on anything, ask me
mine.  Make me venture a  guess,  then sharpen it,  complicate it,  or
push back on it. I’d rather wrestle toward an answer than be handed
it. And remember I know things about my own corner of this field
that you don’t—pull those out of me.

Here  are  the  four  threads  I  want  to  pull,  in  whatever  order  I
choose.  Don’t  march  through  them;  let  the  conversation  wander
where it’s alive.

1. The unspoken rule — a norm or expectation people only learn
by living in the field, and that newcomers break without realizing.

2.  The  veteran’s  advice  — what  ten  hard-won years  would  tell
someone just starting: a piece of intellectual advice, a practical one, a
warning, and an encouragement.

3.  The  hidden  skill  —  the  one  outsiders  would  never  guess  is
essential, where it shows up in real work, and how beginners neglect
it.

4. The untold thing — what people should tell  newcomers but
rarely do; honest, not cynical.

For whichever thread I pick, start by asking what *I* already think
about it.

Then give me your own view—and here, don’t hold back. Be as
deep, as specific, and as surprising as you can. If you can show me
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something  about  my own field  I  hadn’t  seen,  do  it.  I  want  to  be
impressed and,  now and then,  outthought;  that’s  how I  learn the
edges of what I know. Ground it in real examples, skip the clichés,
and be honest about where the field disagrees with itself  or where
you’re genuinely unsure.

Then keep the volley going: follow up on what I said, make me
defend a claim, or flip roles and have me explain something to you as
if you were the newcomer. Now and then, tell me plainly whether
what I said sounded like a beginner or like someone who’s starting to
see the field’s depth—and why.

When I’ve worked a thread or two and want to step back, help me
gather what we found: what experts in my field notice, ask, value, and
avoid—and, most of  all,  where my own thinking still  sits  between
newcomer and expert. Close not with a generic list but with the two
or three habits that would most move *me* forward from where I
actually am, judging by how I talked through this.

Begin by asking which of the four threads I want to pull first—
and what I already think about it.

Chapter 2. Question Authority—All of It

Emotions in Different Scriptures

Please play the role of a learned and fair-minded scholar of religion
who is also an acute reader of human psychology.

Imagine  a  book  for  thoughtful  people  whose  lives  have  been
shaken by loss, illness, betrayal, displacement, failure, uncertainty, or
other  upheavals.  The  book  explores  how  different  scriptures
understand the emotions that often arise in such times.

For each response,  focus on one scripture or  religious tradition
and one emotion only.

Your first action should be to ask me:
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Which scripture or religious tradition would you like to explore,
and which emotion?

Wait for my answer before proceeding.
Then  choose  one  passage  from  that  scripture  that  offers  an

especially illuminating take on the emotion.
1. Provide the passage
Provide  a  brief,  evocative  title,  followed  by  the  exact  scriptural

passage and citation.
Name  the  translation  or  version  you  are  using.  Use  a  suitable

public-domain translation. Give enough of the passage for the reader
to understand its setting, imagery, movement, and central claim.

2. Offer four paragraphs of psychologically acute commentary
Read the  passage  as  an  integrated  whole.  Attend to  its  setting,

images,  emotional  movement,  relationships,  commands,  promises,
tensions, silences, and view of human beings.

Help the reader appreciate this scripture’s distinctive take on the
emotion.

Among the questions you might explore are:
• What does the passage understand this emotion to be?
• What gives rise to it?
• How does the emotion alter perception, choice, relationship, or
hope?
• Does the passage invite the person to accept, express, resist,
transform, surrender, discipline, or move through the emotion?
• What resources does it offer: prayer, relationship, trust,
remembrance, duty, detachment, moral action, community,
divine promise, or something else?
• What kind of person does the passage invite the sufferer to be‐
come?
Do not answer these questions as a list. Use them only to deepen a

flowing commentary on the passage itself.
Let psychological insight help the reader see more deeply into the

scripture.  Do  not  bolt  a  modern  psychological  theory  onto  the
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passage, reduce it to therapy, or turn it into generic advice about well-
being.

Allow the scripture to speak in its own voice. Do not translate its
distinctive vision into the assumptions of another religious tradition
or into generic modern therapeutic language.

3. Pose one reflective question
End with one gentle but searching question for a person facing

upheaval.  The  question  should  arise  from  this  passage’s  own
understanding of the emotion.

Example of the Desired Commentary
Scripture: New Testament
Emotion: Joy
The  example  below  shows  the  desired  degree  of  psychological

acuity, closeness to the passage, warmth, and restraint. Learn from its
quality, but do not copy its wording, sequence of ideas, psychological
concepts,  metaphors,  or theological  conclusions.  Another scripture
may understand the same emotion very differently.

“Joy That Cannot Be Taken Away”
“Most certainly I tell you that you will weep and lament, but the

world will  rejoice.  You will  be  sorrowful,  but  your sorrow will  be
turned into joy. A woman, when she gives birth, has sorrow because
her time has come. But when she has delivered the child, she doesn’t
remember the anguish any more, for the joy that a human being is
born into the world. Therefore you now have sorrow, but I will see
you again, and your heart will rejoice, and no one will take your joy
away  from  you.  In  that  day  you  will  ask  me  no  questions.  Most
certainly I tell you, whatever you may ask of the Father in my name,
he will give it to you. Until now, you have asked nothing in my name.
Ask, and you will receive, that your joy may be made full.” —John
16:20–24, World English Bible

Jesus does not begin by telling his  friends to cheer up. He tells
them  they  will  grieve.  That  matters  psychologically.  People  whose
lives have been shaken often carry a second burden: the fear that they
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are grieving badly, too deeply, or for too long. This passage refuses
that  burden.  Sorrow  is  neither  weakness  nor  failure  of  faith.  It  is
acknowledged as the fitting response to impending loss. Hope enters
only after grief has first been honored. The emotional wisdom of the
passage begins with a simple but demanding truth: healing starts with
honesty.

The image of childbirth deepens that wisdom. The metaphor does
not deny pain, nor does it promise that suffering will somehow prove
worthwhile.  Rather,  it  suggests  that  pain  can  be  transformed  by
becoming part of a larger story. What once seemed to define reality
comes  to  occupy  a  different  place  within  it.  Human  beings
sometimes experience loss in this way. The wound remains real, yet
no longer fills the whole horizon. The passage therefore offers neither
optimism nor resignation, but the possibility that anguish need not
be life’s final chapter.

The center  of  gravity  then shifts  from emotion to relationship.
Jesus promises, “I will see you again.” The disciples’ deepest fear is
not merely that terrible things will happen; it is that they will lose the
one in whom they have placed their trust. Their joy arises not from
changed circumstances but from restored communion. Psychologic‐
ally,  this  reminds  us  that  enduring  hope  often  grows  less  from
controlling events than from secure relationship—with other people,
with God,  or  with a  purpose greater  than oneself.  Joy here  is  not
perpetual  cheerfulness.  It  is  a  deeper confidence that remains even
when happiness comes and goes.

Finally,  Jesus  invites  his  followers  to  ask.  Upheaval  often  leaves
people speechless, uncertain what they may hope for or whether hope
itself is still permitted. The invitation to ask restores agency. It gives
longing  a  voice  and  transforms  passive  despair  into  active
relationship. The passage closes, therefore, not with an explanation of
suffering but with an invitation into trust. Its vision of joy is not the
absence of pain. It is the presence of a relationship that pain cannot
finally destroy.
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Question for reflection: What sorrow in your life first needs to be
acknowledged honestly before it can begin to find a larger story?

End of example.
Now begin by asking me which scripture  or  religious  tradition

and which emotion I would like to explore.

Disciplinary Takes: Create the Expert Voices

# Disciplinary Takes: Create the Expert Voices
You are helping me explore how different disciplines interpret the

same problem.
Please create five stylized expert characters who represent common

habits  of  thought  in  their  disciplines.  They  should  be  vivid  and
memorable, but not caricatures. Each should have real insight, and
each should also have a possible blind spot.

Use these five default experts unless I ask you to substitute others:
1. **E: Economist**
Focuses  on  incentives,  constraints,  trade-offs,  costs,  benefits,

markets, institutions, and unintended consequences.
2. **P: Psychologist**
Focuses  on  motivation,  cognition,  emotion,  behavior,  identity,

trauma, trust, belonging, and meaning.
3. **M: Management scholar**
Focuses on leadership, strategy, implementation, incentives inside

organizations, accountability, culture, and execution.
4. **H: Historian**
Focuses  on  context,  precedent,  sequence,  power,  contingency,

memory, path dependence, and unintended consequences over time.
5. **T: Information systems expert**
Focuses on technology design, usability, data quality, workflows,

adoption, system fit, feedback loops, and technical reliability.
For each expert, provide:
1. A name.
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2. A one-line bio.
3. A six-word signature phrase.
4. Three questions they habitually ask.
5. One strength of their disciplinary lens.
6. One blind spot their discipline may have.
Label the experts clearly as E, P, M, H, and T.
Keep the tone lively, concise, and concrete.

Disciplinary Takes: Why Did the Program Fail?

# Disciplinary Takes: Why Did the Program Fail?
Now use the five expert characters: E, P, M, H, and T.
Suppose  an  AI-driven  tutoring  program  for  adult  learners  was

implemented  across  several  cities.  The  program  aimed  to  improve
literacy and job placement.

An evaluation finds disappointing results:
- Low user engagement,
- High dropout rates after initial login,
- No statistically significant improvements in literacy or job place‐

ment,
-  Positive  feedback from the  developers  and senior  stakeholders

who built or sponsored the system.
Task:
Write one crisp paragraph for each expert, in this order: E → P →

M → H → T.
Each paragraph should be no more than 120 words.
For each expert:
1. Explain why they think the program failed.
2. Show how their disciplinary lens shapes what they notice.
3. Identify what evidence they would want next.
4.  End with a  short  phrase  naming the  factor  they  judge  most

causal.
Examples of final causal phrases:
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- “misaligned incentives”
- “low psychological safety”
- “implementation failure”
- “historical amnesia”
- “poor system fit”
Do  not  let  the  experts  all  say  the  same  thing.  Make  the

explanations genuinely different.

Disciplinary Takes: Debate the Failure

# Disciplinary Takes: Debate the Failure
Now stage a round-table debate among E, P, M, H, and T about

why  the  AI-tutoring  program  failed.  The  goal  is  not  to  crown  a
winner. The goal is to show how disciplinary lenses clash, correct one
another, and reveal blind spots.

Use two rounds.
## Round 1: Rebuttals
Each expert should respond to at least one other expert by name.
For each expert:
- Keep the response to 90 words or fewer.
-  Challenge  one  assumption,  omission,  or  overstatement  from

another discipline.
- Defend what their own discipline sees clearly.
- Avoid cheap caricatures.
Return responses in this order: E → P → M → H → T.
## Round 2: Closing statements
Each expert should give a closing statement of 110 words or fewer.

Each closing statement should include:
1. One crisp sentence restating their central claim.
2. One insight they now concede from another discipline.
3.  One  question  they  think  the  group  must  answer  before

redesigning the program.
Return responses in this order: E → P → M → H → T.
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Disciplinary Takes: A Success Story Changes
the Debate

# Disciplinary Takes: A Success Story Changes the Debate
Now suppose the five experts attend a convening about a different

city where the AI-tutoring model succeeded. In that city:
- Engagement tripled,
- Literacy scores rose by 25%,
- Job placements doubled,
- Human coaches were integrated with the AI platform,
- Learners could use the system in community centers, libraries,

and workforce offices,
- Staff received training and ongoing support,
- The program team used learner feedback to revise the platform

weekly.
E, P, M, H, and T are surprised, impressed, and persuaded that the

program can work under the right conditions.
Task:
For each expert, write a reaction of 80 words or fewer.
Each reaction should include:
1. What surprised them.
2. What they now think they missed in the failed program.
3.  How  the  success  story  changes,  refines,  or  deepens  their

disciplinary interpretation.
Return responses in this order: E → P → M → H → T.
Make each expert intellectually honest. They should not abandon

their discipline, but they should learn from the new evidence.

Disciplinary Takes: From Debate to Co-Design

# Disciplinary Takes: From Debate to Co-Design
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The five experts are now asked to help design a new AI-assisted
adult learning program for their city. Suppose that they have:

- funding,
- political support,
- access to adult-learning sites,
- an AI tutoring platform that can be adapted,
- community organizations willing to partner,
- and evidence from both the failed cities and the successful city.
Task 1: Individual design priorities
For  each  expert,  write  a  statement  of  120  words  or  fewer

explaining what they believe must be included in the new program.
Each expert should include:

1. Their top design priority.
2. One risk they want to prevent.
3. One metric they would track.
4. One thing they need from another discipline.
Return responses in this order: E → P → M → H → T.
Task 2: Integrated design
After the five individual statements, write a joint design memo of

250–350 words. The memo should synthesize the five lenses into one
coherent program design.

Include:
- the program’s core strategy,
- how AI and human coaches will work together,
- how the program will recruit and retain adult learners,
- how implementation will be managed,
- how the technology will be adapted to real users,
- how success will be measured,
- how the team will watch for bias, exclusion, or unintended harm.
End with one sentence beginning:
“The strongest design is not the one that chooses a single lens, but

the one that…”
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Create Your Own Cross-Disciplinary
Conversation

Help me create a new version of this disciplinary-takes simulation. I
want to apply the same pattern to a topic, problem, case, debate, or
professional challenge that matters to me.

My topic or case is:  [insert your topic—for example, a public
health  campaign,  a  school  policy,  a  theological  debate,  a
business strategy, a mathematical education problem, a work‐
place  conflict,  an  evaluation  design,  a  technology  rollout,  a
climate policy,  a  museum exhibit,  a  community development
program, or a dissertation idea]

The disciplines or professional perspectives I want to include are:
1. [discipline or profession 1]
2. [discipline or profession 2]
3. [discipline or profession 3]
4. [discipline or profession 4]
5. [discipline or profession 5]
If I choose fewer than five, suggest useful additional perspectives.

If my choices overlap too much, suggest how to make the set more
varied.

Please create a customized simulation using the same arc as the
previous exercise:

1. **Create the expert voices**
For each discipline or profession, create a vivid but fair-minded

expert character. Give each one:
- a name,
- a one-line bio,
- a six-word signature phrase,
- three questions they habitually ask,
- one strength of their lens,
- and one blind spot their lens may have.
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2. **Diagnose the case**
Ask each expert to explain what they think is really going on in the

case.  Each  should  notice  something  different  because  of  their
disciplinary  lens.  Each  should  also  say  what  evidence  they  would
want next.

3. **Stage the debate**
Have the experts challenge one another respectfully. Each expert

should name at least one other expert and identify something that
person is missing, overstating, or assuming.

4. **Introduce surprising evidence**
Add  one  new  piece  of  evidence,  a  success  story,  a  failure,  or  a

complication that forces the experts to rethink their first interpreta‐
tions.

5. **Move toward collaboration**
Ask the experts to design a better response together. Each should

contribute one design principle, one caution, and one metric or sign
of success.

6. **Synthesize the lesson**
End by summarizing:
- what each lens revealed,
- what each lens missed,
- where the lenses conflicted,
- where they complemented one another,
- and what I should learn about my own disciplinary bias.
Keep  the  exercise  concrete,  lively,  and  fair.  Do  not  make  any

discipline a hero or a villain. The goal is not to choose the “right”
lens,  but  to  practice  moving  among  lenses  and  building  better
judgment from their differences.

Political Takes: Four Exaggerated Styles

# Political Takes: Four Exaggerated Interpretive Styles
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Please  help  me  explore  how  different  political  and  professional
“takes”  interpret  evidence.  Create  four  fictional  representatives  of
four exaggerated but recognizable responses to an evaluation showing
that a treatment, project, program, or policy has failed.

1. A conservative response: “That policy won’t work in this setting
with  those  people—the  raw  material  isn’t  good  enough  …  soil,
government, people, business community, etc.” Implication: stop the
policy.”

2. A liberal response: “Failure is not inevitable: that policy could
work, but we have to know more so we can tailor the policy to those
particular  people.”  Implication:  fund  more  research  and
experimentation about the policy.

3.  A professional  response:  “What do you mean,  ‘failure’?  This
policy  is  actually  succeeding,  it’s  just  your  partial  and  incomplete
metrics  that  can’t  measure  the  success.  Just  ask  us  professionals.”
Implication:  “Just  give  us  professionals  more  money and stop the
pseudo-evaluations.”

4. A radical response: “The so-called evaluation misses the point.
The policy is not about what you think it is—the real goal is not to
improve learning or overcome poverty, say—rather, the policy’s real
goal  is  to  reinforce  the  class  structure,  hegemony,  or  racism.”
Implication: Grow up!

Please create four fictional representatives of each of these views—
C for conservative, L for liberal, P for professional, and R for radical
—and give them names. Make the four characters vivid, witty, and
exaggerated—but not stupid. Each should be capable of insight. Each
should also have a predictable bias.

For each character, provide:
1. A name, perhaps humorous.
2. A one-line bio.
3. A six-word signature phrase.
4. A favorite kind of evidence.
5. A kind of evidence they tend to dismiss.
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6. Their usual remedy when a policy fails.
Label them as C, L, P, and R.
After creating the four characters, ask me for:
1. the policy area,
2. the policy or program,
3. the evaluation findings,
4. and any context I want included.
You then will create a paragraph’s explanation of the evaluation’s

disappointing result for each of C, L, P, and R.
Please begin.

Political Takes: Debate the Failure

Now imagine a debate about the disappointing results with C, L, P,
and R. The debate is to adhere to the following structure:

1.  Opening  statements:  Each  representative  (C,  L,  P,  and  R)
presents  their  initial  viewpoint:  here’s  why this  evaluation showed
that the program didn’t work. (One or two paragraphs.)

2.  Rebuttals:  After  the  opening  statements,  each  representative
has  an  opportunity  to  counter  the  viewpoints  of  at  least  one  the
other representatives. (One or two paragraphs.)

3. Closing arguments: Concluding the debate, each representative
summarizes  their  position,  addressing  key  counterpoints  raised
during the exchange. (Two paragraphs.)

4.  Recommended  research:  Each  representative  describes
additional  research  that  would  help  settle  the  debate.  (One  para‐
graph).

Political Takes: A Success Story Changes the
Debate

Now imagine these four (C, L, P, and R) attend a day-long convening
about programs to deal with this policy area. They examine data from
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around the world on a variety of policies and programs and about
number of valued outcomes. C, L, P, and R study together a success
story,  where  a  policy  was  changed  and  a  program  created  that
achieved remarkable results. All four (C, L, P, and R) are surprised,
impressed, and persuaded that the program worked. Imagine each of
C,  L,  P,  and  R  describing  their  reactions  to  this  convening  and
especially the success story, given their starting points. What would
they  say,  and  what  would  each  one  recommend  for  next  steps  in
designing programs in this policy area? (Two paragraphs each.)

From Insight to Ideology—and Back Again

Prompt: You are going to help me run an exercise on myself. Read the
framework below, then follow the instructions. Work only from this
framework:  don't  add stages,  and don't  import outside theories  of
ideology or bias. Where you're unsure or inferring, say so rather than
inventing.

The  framework.  A  big  insight  is  a  sudden,  clarifying  idea  —
simple, surprising, and, once you hold it, almost obvious. It cracks a
puzzle and rewards you with a small jolt: aha. But a genuine insight
can, over time, harden into an ideology that explains everything and
so tests nothing. The slide runs through five stages:

1. Insight — something real comes into view; a puzzle suddenly
makes sense, and it feels wonderful.
2. Reach — it works here too; the idea explains far beyond its
home turf, and its range starts to feel limitless.
3. Allegiance — we see what others miss; the insight binds you to
fellow believers and lifts you above those who lack it, who begin
to look naïve, and you feel excused from their messy details.
4. Overreach — this explains everything; the insight is asked to
answer questions it was never built for, and strays past where it
actually holds.
5. Ideology — reality must fit the insight; you stop checking it
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against the world, and every failure looks like fresh proof you
were right.
Here is the pattern worked through one example — the econom‐

ist's insight that people respond to incentives — so you can see the
shape of what I'm asking for:

1. Insight: behavior you'd puzzled over snaps into focus once you
read it as people weighing costs and benefits.
2. Reach: you start seeing incentives everywhere — in rent control,
in your child's obedience, even in altruism ("there's an optimal
amount, you know").
3. Allegiance: non-economists seem to miss the obvious; you feel
the pull to skip a market's particular history and institutions,
because the model already tells you what matters.
4. Overreach: the model is stretched to explain love, art, and faith;
papers prove what it assumed to begin with; popularizers turn it
into "greed is good."
5. Ideology: markets can no longer fail, they can only be interfered
with; every failure is blamed on distortion, never on the model
— reality is made to fit.
Now do this. Ask me one question and one only:
"What is one insight in your field — name it as precisely as you can

— that first thrilled you, the one that helped you choose this field?"
When I answer, apply the framework to my insight. Walk it down

all five stages, specific to my insight and my field, not generic — show
me what  reach,  allegiance,  overreach,  and ideology  would  actually
look like for this idea, in the ways I might be tempted. Make it sting a
little; that's the point. Invent nothing you can't reasonably infer, and
flag it when you're inferring.

Then stop. Don't offer the cure yet. Tell me to send the follow-up
prompt when I'm ready to climb back up.  Follow-up 1:  Now show
me the way back up — for the insight you just walked down the five
stages, not insight in general. Show me what a master of this insight
does differently from an ideologue of it, grounded in three habits:
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• Evidence and context — checking the insight against the
particular case in front of me, especially where the case resists it.
• Both/and — holding my insight and its opposite in the same
mind, rather than crowning it king.
• Other lenses — keeping other insights within reach; using one,
then setting it down to pick up another.
Here  is  the  return  worked  through  the  same  example,  the

economist's insight, so you can see the shape of what I want:
• Evidence and context: before trusting the model on a particular
market, the master asks what's actually true of this one — its
history, who holds power, where "identical, all-knowing actors"
plainly fails — and lets the case correct the model.
• Both/and: she holds "people respond to incentives" alongside
"and people also act from loyalty, identity, habit, and spite," and
doesn't force the second into the first.
• Other lenses: when incentives don't explain it, she reaches for
the historian's or the sociologist's tool, uses it, and comes back
— the model is one lens, not the eye.
• The tell: the ideologue asks "how does this confirm the model?";
the master asks "where would this model be wrong here?" —
and when a person or a case demands to be understood on its
own terms, she sets the insight down.
Now do the same for my insight. Give me two or three concrete

behaviors  a  master  of  this  insight  practices  —  real  habits,  the
questions she asks,  the moments she sets  the insight down — not
slogans. The aim is to recover the living insight: powerful, partial, and
alive.

Close  by  asking  me:  "Which  of  these  master's  habits  do  you
already have, and which one will you borrow?"
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Recover the “Insight” in Their Intellectual
“Ideology”

You are a generous historian of ideas. I am going to name a school of
thought or a methodological orthodoxy in my field (or near my field)
that  I  find  tiresome,  overreaching,  or  worse  —  something  I’m
tempted to dismiss as mere intellectual ideology. Your job is recovery,
not rebuttal. Take me back to the original aha: the genuine insight at
the root of this ideology, the moment it illuminated something real
that smart people had been missing. Make me feel why its founders
were thrilled. Then show me where the slide began — the boundless
reach, the pride, the believers, the blindness — so I can see that the
ideology I scorn is a corpse with a living insight inside it.

End with this: name one thing the MASTERS of this tradition
knew that its ideologues forgot, and one thing this tradition could
still teach my own field if we had the humility to ask.

Begin by asking me: “What’s the school of thought or methodolo‐
gical orthodoxy, and what’s your field?”

Cross-Cultural Negotiation Exercise

[Attach James K. Sebenius, “Assess, Don’t Assume, Part I” https://
www.hbs.edu/ris/Publication%20Files/10-048.pdf]

You  are  Negotiation  Mentor—an  experienced,  friendly,  and
practical  guide  to  negotiating  across  cultures.  You  have  read
Sebenius’s “Assess, Don’t Assume.” This exercise is not really about
winning  a  negotiation.  It  is  about  a  student’s  “take”  on  another
culture: the picture they form of the person across the table before
they’ve met them, what happens to that picture on contact, and what
the  whole  experience  teaches  about  the  uses  and  the  dangers  of
cultural takes.
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Hold this balance, because Sebenius does. Cultural differences are
real and they matter. The dimensions he summarizes — relationship
versus deal, direct versus indirect, attitudes to time, hierarchy, and so
on  —  are  genuinely  useful  for  widening  a  negotiator’s  peripheral
vision past their own habits. Forming a take is how anyone prepares,
and the student who walks in assuming the person across the table is
just like them — same sense of time, same bluntness, same idea of
what a contract even is — is making the more common and more
parochial mistake. So there are two ways to go wrong, and **both are
*assuming***: (1) treating the counterpart as a clone of yourself, or
(2) treating them as a monolithic stereotype. The cure for both is the
same — *assess, don’t assume*. The person I negotiate with is always
a  specific  individual,  never  a  national  type  —  and  also  genuinely
shaped by where they come from. Let my preparation genuinely help
me, and also let the individual exceed it.

Follow these  steps  in order.  Do not  explain the steps  to me or
name them while we talk.

## STEP 1 — A short, low-pressure start
Introduce yourself as Negotiation Mentor in two or three warm

sentences. Then ask me **one** open question: how much negotiat‐
ing I’ve done, and anything about my own background — where I’m
from, languages,  time spent  in  other  cultures  — that  the  scenario
should reflect. Tell me to share *as much or as little as I like.* I’ll be
playing **myself** in this exercise, so whatever I give you, you’ll cast
the other side to negotiate against me. Ask nothing else. Move on as
soon as I answer.

## STEP 2 — Offer two scenarios; then surface my take
Propose **two** short cross-cultural scenarios and ask me to pick

one.  Make  them  different  in  kind  (a  partnership  or  joint  venture
across  borders;  a  one-shot  haggle  over  an  idiosyncratic  item;  a
workplace  negotiation with a  colleague from elsewhere).  For  each,
name the setting, the counterpart’s nationality and rough role, and
what’s at stake — two or three sentences each.
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Once  I  choose,  **ask  me  for  my  take**  before  we  begin:
*”Knowing only  that  your counterpart  is  from ___,  what  are  you
expecting?  How  do  you  think  they’ll  negotiate?  Use  ideas  from
Sebenius’s article.”* Let me answer in my own words. Keep my take;
you’ll hold it up against reality later.

Privately, design the counterpart as a *specific individual* who is
both genuinely shaped by their culture **and** genuinely particular:
have them sit *with* their national tendency on most dimensions and
*against* it on a few others. Some of what I prepared for should prove
real and reward me; some should be confounded by the person in
front of me. Don’t tell me. Both parts are the lesson.

## STEP 3 — Set the scene
Give me what I need to play my side: my goal, and what happens if

there’s no deal (my walk-away). Then announce **”BEGIN ROLE
PLAY”**  and  paint  the  scene  vividly  —  the  room,  the  person
opposite  me,  the feel  of  the moment.  Fix  the counterpart’s  name,
biography,  two or  three  idiosyncrasies,  real  interests,  and a  hidden
bottom line, and play that person consistently. Never play “a [nation‐
ality].”

## STEP 4 — Play the other side, firm but fair
Negotiate as the counterpart: **firm but fair.** Hold your interests

and let some real tension into the room, but you’re not out to crush
me — you’re a reasonable person with your own goals. Respond to
how  I  treat  *this  individual*  —  shaped  by  your  culture,  but  not
reducible to that culture.

*Calibrate  to  me.*  If  in  Step  1  I  described  myself  as  an
**experienced cross-cultural negotiator**, raise the difficulty: concede
less,  press harder,  let  the cultural  gaps cut sharper,  and exploit my
missteps  and  inconsistencies  more  pointedly  —  a  genuinely
demanding counterpart, not merely a firm one. Otherwise, stay firm
but fair.

-  **If  I  barrel  in  as  though  you  were  just  like  me**  —  getting
straight to the deal when you’d expect to build a relationship first,
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blunt where you’d expect tact, treating your sense of time or of what
a  contract  means  as  identical  to  mine  —  let  that  parochial
assumption cost  me some ground.  Cultural  difference  is  real,  and
ignoring it has a price.

- **If I swing the other way and play my take as a rigid script** —
stiffly formal because “they’re hierarchical,” cryptic because “they’re
high-context” — let that land a little wrong too. You are a person, not
a type.

- **If I come prepared *and* keep reading the actual person** —
using  what  I  know  about  your  culture  as  a  hypothesis  I  test  and
adjust, asking real questions, noticing where you fit the pattern and
where you don’t — let trust build and value open up. That blend is
what good cross-cultural negotiators actually do.

- Keep any cultural hints rare and brief, set apart from the scene,
and only if I’m truly stuck. Prefer to teach through your *in-world*
reaction.

After about 12 exchanges, bring it to a consequential close. Not
every negotiation succeeds, and a polite no-deal can teach as much as
a yes. Then **render what actually happened** — deal or no deal, on
what terms, and the state of the relationship — *before* you debrief.

## STEP 5 — Debrief, through the lens of my take
With the outcome on the table, hold up the take I gave you in Step

2 against the person you actually played. Keep it lean — two short
parts:

**YOUR TAKE, REVISITED.** First, where did my take *help*
me — where did preparing for a genuine cultural difference let me
read the room better than I otherwise would have? Then, where did
it *mislead* me about this particular person? Name both, pointing to
a moment. Then name whichever way I went wrong: did I assume
the  counterpart  was  basically  like  me  and  miss  a  real  difference
(**parochialism**)? Or did I hold my take so tightly that I fell into
one  of  Sebenius’s  traps  —  stereotyping  (John  Wayne  /  Charlie
Chan),  over-attributing  to  nationality  (Rosetta  Stone),  biased
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perception (VFR at Night), or mechanically “doing as the Romans
do”  (St.  Augustine)?  Then  take  **one  line  I  actually  said**  and
rewrite it the way someone using their take as a hypothesis — neither
a script nor a blind spot — would have put it.

**THE  BIGGER  POINT.**  Two  or  three  sentences:  cultural
knowledge is real and worth having — it widens what you can see —
but it is a hypothesis about a *distribution*, not a description of the
*person*. The skill is neither dropping your take nor freezing it; it’s
carrying  it  lightly  enough  to  be  both  genuinely  prepared  and
genuinely surprised. *Assess, don’t assume.*

## STEP 6 — Wrap up and capture
Tell me you’re glad to keep going. Then ask me to jot down three

things to discuss in class, **in my own words**:
1. What was my **take** going in?
2. What about my counterpart fit the take — and what didn’t?
3. **The most surprising moment was ___.**
*Enough  setup.  Now  let’s  have  some  educational  fun.  Please

introduce yourself!*

Chapter 3. Ask Better Questions

The Fact Machine Exercise

We  are  doing  the  Fact  Machine  Exercise.  Imagine  we  had  a  "fact
machine" that could answer any factual question about our issue, as
well  as  the  best  available  evidence  allows.  We are  NOT answering
questions today. Our sole goal is to generate the questions we would
want to ask the machine.

You are not the fact machine. You are the facilitator, collaborator,
and question-editor. Your job: help generate strong factual questions,
refine questions with warmth and skill, keep us disciplined (posing
questions,  never  answering them),  and organize  the  full  set  at  the
end.
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The Prime Directive.  Provide no answers or partial  answers;  no
explanations,  definitions,  background,  evidence,  citations,  or
examples; no "it depends"; no suggested methods ("survey...", "run a
regression..."). If you feel the urge to answer a question, convert that
urge into a sharper factual question that would help answer it later.

What counts. A factual question has a truth value and could in
principle be answered by readily available information, by systematic
study,  or  by  expert  or  insider  judgment.  Questions  about  causes,
effects, magnitudes, and tradeoffs all qualify.

How we proceed.  We strictly  alternate  who originates  the  next
question.  I  state  my  issue;  you  ask  AI  Question  1;  I  ask  User
Question 2; you respond to my question and ask AI Question 3; I ask
User Question 4; and so on. Number the questions as we go, and
keep a running count.

How to respond to each of my questions. Respond conversation‐
ally,  in  two or  three  sentences,  doing  three  things  in  one  graceful
motion:  appreciate  what  the  question  does  (honestly  —  note  in
passing if it’s vague or bloated), offer a refined version, and then pose
your own next question. The model is a gifted seminar leader: "Good
question — it  gets  at  who actually  holds  the  power  here.  Let  me
sharpen it a bit: Which individuals or offices are driving this initiative,
and  what  authority  do  they  hold?  Now  here’s  mine:  ..."  Your
refinement should be visibly better, not merely restated. Never praise
what  does  not  merit  praise,  and  address  the  question,  never  the
person.  No  meta-commentary  about  your  own  reasoning;  the
audience should see the polish, not the workshop.

If I ask a double question, be gracious about it: "Well, that’s really
two  questions.  Let  me  reword  one  of  them:  ..."  Then  pose  the
reworded  question  as  the  refined  version  of  mine  and  continue
normally with your own next question.

If  I  pose  a  value  question,  a  method  question,  or  a  disguised
answer, don’t stop the flow and don’t make me choose. Every value
question rests  on  factual  ground — find it.  Gracefully  restate  my
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question as the factual question hiding inside it, credit the instinct
behind  it,  and  continue  normally:  "There’s  an  important  factual
question  underneath  that:  What  share  of  the  program’s  benefits
currently reaches the poorest fifth of households? Let’s take that as
your  question.  And  here’s  mine:  ..."  Treat  the  conversion  as  a
refinement, not a correction; the count advances as if I had asked the
factual  version  myself.  The  restatement  must  honor  the  concern
inside the original — a question about priorities becomes a question
about documented tradeoffs, not a definitional dodge. The speaker
should feel heard more precisely, not corrected.

Variety.  Rotate  deliberately  across  question types  as  the  session
builds: definitions and magnitudes, baselines and trends, causes and
effects, comparisons, distributions (who gains, who bears the cost),
implementation and capacity, stakeholder knowledge and incentives.
Sometimes extend my last question’s thread; sometimes open a front
we have neglected. Never ask a leading question. By the end, the set
should cover the issue, not tunnel into one corner of it.

Checkpoints.  At  about  20 total  questions,  pause  and ask  only:
"Would you like  me to  categorize  the  questions  into three  types?"
Then ask only: "How would you like the output — bullets, table, or
downloadable file?" Then ask only: "Shall we continue to about 40
questions?" If yes, resume the alternation to ~40, then ask: "Should
we stop here?" If I call a stop at any point, honor it and move to the
closing sequence. If I say "checkpoint" at any time, immediately run
the categorization sequence.

The  categorization  —  exact  requirements.  Sort  every  question
into exactly one of three categories:

Readily Known Facts — answerable from documents, websites, or
records already in existence.

Facts  Obtainable  Through  Study  —  answerable,  but  only  by
gathering new information systematically.
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Facts  Requiring  Insider  Knowledge  or  Expert  Judgment  —
answerable only by people inside the institution or seasoned experts;
not written down anywhere.

All three headings must appear in the output, even if a category is
empty.  Every  question  must  appear  exactly  once;  verify  that  the
count  of  categorized  questions  matches  the  running  total  before
presenting. Default format is a table — one row per question, with
columns for the question number, the question, and its category —
unless I chose otherwise when asked.

At  the  stop,  ask  only:  "Would you like  three  important  factual
questions we didn’t ask but probably should have?" If yes, provide
exactly  three  single  factual  questions.  Then  present  the  full
categorization per the requirements above, and ask how I want it de‐
livered.

Worked example:
User  issue:  Improving  the  policy  process  in  Bhutan  while

balancing economic transformation, Gross National Happiness, and
cultural preservation.

AI: AI Question 1: What are the formal steps by which Bhutan’s
national  policies  are  made  and  implemented  across  ministries?  —
Your turn.

User: How do Bhutan’s policies conflict and confuse people?
AI: Good question — it goes after internal inconsistency, a real

obstacle  to getting anything done.  Though as  asked it’s  really  two
questions: conflict is one thing, confusion another. Let me take the
first:  Which current  Bhutanese  policy  documents  contain  require‐
ments  that  conflict  with  one  another?  And  here’s  mine  —  AI
Question 3: Which of these policy conflicts have been formally noted
in official audits or parliamentary reviews? Your turn.

User:  Shouldn’t  Bhutan  put  cultural  preservation  ahead  of
economic growth?

AI: That conviction rests on facts worth knowing. Underneath it
is  this:  What  documented  losses  to  cultural  preservation  have
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followed  from  Bhutanese  policy  decisions  that  favored  economic
growth?  Let’s  take  that  as  your  question.  And here’s  mine  — AI
Question 5:  Which cultural  practices  or institutions do Bhutanese
citizens themselves rank as most worth protecting? Your turn.

To begin: First, ask me two things in one short turn: (1) state the
issue in 1–3 sentences, and (2) say whether I’m working solo or as a
group. If a group, treat all human voices as one side of the alternation
— anyone may pose the next User Question — and address the room
as "you all." Then pose AI Question 1.

Develop Your Research Idea: Survey the
Research Terrain

You  are  a  research  architect.  Help  me  turn  an  emerging  research
interest into a strong prompt for an advanced AI research system.

My research topic, puzzle, or “itch” is: [Describe it here]
Begin by asking me up to five concise questions whose answers

would materially improve the research. Help me clarify what I want
to  understand,  why  it  matters,  and  any  important  limits  of  time,
place,  population,  discipline,  or  perspective.  Do  not  demand
precision I may not yet possess; help me develop it.

Then create a complete prompt for a deep research report. The
prompt should instruct the research system to:

1. Define the topic and its boundaries, including what the report
will and will not cover.
2. Identify the central questions, important sub-questions, and
major terms that need clarification.
3. Map the intellectual and practical terrain: the leading theories,
findings, debates, schools of thought, and unresolved disagree‐
ments.
4. Draw on the strongest available evidence, giving suitable weight
to peer-reviewed research, primary sources, official data, major
reports, and other authoritative materials. Include recent
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evidence where the topic requires it.
5. Identify important gaps, neglected questions, contradictory
findings, weak assumptions, and perspectives that may be
missing from the established literature.
6. Describe the main research approaches, data sources, and
methods scholars or practitioners have used to study the topic,
without prematurely committing the user to a particular
research design.
7. Distinguish well-supported conclusions from disputed claims,
plausible interpretations, and unanswered questions.
8. Produce a clear, readable synthesis with an executive summary,
an account of the major findings and debates, promising
openings for further research, and a properly cited list of
sources.
The  research  prompt  should  give  the  research  system  enough

direction to produce a rigorous and useful report while leaving it free
to  follow  important  evidence,  surprises,  and  contradictions  that
emerge during the inquiry.

At the end of your response, include the heading:
Prompt to Execute
Under that heading, provide the complete research prompt, ready

to copy into a deep research system. Do not conduct the research
yourself.

Develop Your Research Idea: Generate Three
Valuable Projects

[Insert your c.v.] [attach your deep research report]
You are an expert in research in [specific field] and will be my ad‐

viser. Attached is my c.v. and an overview of my field. I would like
you  to  help  me  identify  valuable,  doable  research  topics  in  this
specific area.  Given my c.v.,  this overview, and your own expertise,
please  provide three examples  of  valuable  research projects  that  an
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individual researcher like me could do in [6 months working one-
third time with a research budget of $50,000].

Please rank these three ideas by their potential impact on the field
and their feasibility for me.

Develop Your Research Idea: Co-Design Your
Research Plan

[Insert your C.V.] [Insert a description of your chosen project idea]
You are an expert research adviser in  [specific field]. Here is my

c.v.  Please  review  it  carefully  and  confirm  you  understand  my
background, skills,  and constraints.  Attached is  a  description is  an
idea for a research project. I have [6 months], working about [one-
third time], and a research budget of [$50,000]. I want us to work
together  to  turn  this  idea  into  a  complete,  realistic  research  plan.
Please ask me clarifying questions first before giving any output, so
we can shape the plan together.

In  your  ensuing  conversation  with  the  AI,  work  through  these
together (as well as other aspects you think would be pertinent):

1. Research objectives and scope
2. Methods and data
3. Timeline of activities (month-by-month or week-by-week)
4. Budget allocation (broad categories)
5. Potential risks and mitigation strategies
Toward the end of your conversation, ask the AI to provide:
1. A title and 1-paragraph abstract
2. A 1-page description of methods and expected outcomes
3. A detailed schedule of activities
4. A budget table
Then discuss these four things with the AI and together create a final

version.

144



Get Support for Your Research: Institutions

Prompt:  Consider again this research topic and work plan. Help me
think  about  possible  funding  sources  or  sponsors,  which  might
include government agencies, philanthropic foundations, nonprofit
organizations, and research institutes. Describe why this research fits
their mission and current priorities.

Choose  one  of  the  candidate  funding  sources.  Ask  ChatGPT  to
analyze it and write a letter on your behalf. (Of course, you can do this
same thing with other candidates.) Follow-up 1:  Play the role of  [one
of the possible funding sources, such as the head of the Ford
Foundation, the program officer at HHS, etc.]. Create a  short
pitch for them to present to their colleagues, saying why my research
deserves their support.  Follow-up 2:  Now draft a 500-word letter to
[that person] and a 300-word overview of the research that speaks
to  their  priorities  and  uses  key  words  and  metrics  that  their
organization likes.

Get Support for Your Research: Individuals

Prompt:  Review  our  conversation  about  my  research.  You  are  an
expert  in persona marketing.  Briefly describe five individuals,  with
imaginary names, who might be interested in this research. Follow-up:
Please craft a two-paragraph pitch for each of these five people: how
should I tell them about this research in a way that would interest
them?

Chapter 4. Work Together
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Your Data Analyst

[Upload data set in csv or Excel format] Please begin an explorat‐
ory data analysis (EDA) on the uploaded dataset.

1. Variable Overview – List all variables with their data types and
counts of missing values.
2. Clarification – Pause and ask if I’d like explanations of any
variables before proceeding.
3. Pattern Detection – Identify notable patterns, trends, or
anomalies in the data (including distributions, correlations, or
outliers).
4. Summary – Provide a concise summary of your findings.
5. Next Steps – Ask whether I’d like to explore deeper analysis
(e.g., visualizations, statistical tests, or multivariate analyses).

Outline a Draft Teaching Case

You  are  an  expert  in  the  Harvard  Business  School  case  method,
helping  me  turn  a  success  story  into  a  teaching  case  for  use  at  a
convening. I’ll  give you a monograph, evaluation, article,  or report
about something that worked. Your job is to outline it as a two-part
case, Part A and Part B, that drops a room of smart non-experts into
the decisionmaker’s chair.

Keep one thing in front of me throughout, because it is the whole
point of the exercise. An evaluation is a verdict; a case is a dilemma.
An evaluation looks back and asks whether something worked and
was worth it. A case stands at the fork and asks what I would do, not
knowing.  One  assembles  proof;  the  other  stages  a  choice.  So  an
evaluation  discards  exactly  what  a  case  needs  —  the  alternatives
weighed, the management grind, the near-failures — because none of
it is required to prove success. Turning an evaluation into a case is
not transcription. It is excavation. Finding a success story is the easy
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part;  the case is  what gets built  afterward, once someone goes and
asks the people who lived it what the evaluation never bothered to re‐
cord.

The cardinal rule
Part  A stops at  the decision and hides  the ending.  Your source

already  knows  the  story  turned  out  well.  The  reader  must  not.
Rewind  to  the  moment  before  anyone  knew  and  restore  the  real
uncertainty  the  decisionmaker  felt.  A  success  story  written  in
hindsight reads as inevitable; your task is to make it feel like a genuine
gamble  again,  with  the  outcome  in  doubt  and  reasonable  people
disagreeing about what to do. If Part A leaks the result, the case is
dead. There is nothing left to discuss.

Part A — the situation up to the decision
Open with a hook: the protagonist at a specific moment, facing a

specific choice, with a clock running. Then give the reader what they
need to think through, woven into the story:

1. The decision and why it matters. What must be decided, what
problem it addresses, what’s at stake, and for whom.
2. The protagonist. Who decides — name, role, what they care
about, what pressures bear down, what they can and can’t con‐
trol.
3. The institution. The company, agency, community, or country:
its character, history, strengths, and weak spots.
4. The environment. The changing world outside the decision —
markets (labor, capital, inputs, outputs), technology, politics,
allies and rivals, risks.
5.  Goals  and  constraints.  What  success  would  mean  here,  and

what
hems the protagonist in: money, time, law, capacity, trust.
6. The live alternatives. Two to four real options the protagonist
actually weighed, each with honest arguments for and against.
No straw men. If one choice is obviously right, you’ve drawn
them wrong.
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End Part A with the decision squarely on the desk and discussion
questions: What would you do? Why? What would you watch for?

Part B — what happened
1. The decision and how it was made — by whom, through what
process, against what resistance.
2. Implementation — what it took to carry out, and what nearly
derailed it. Focus on changes made along the way in response to
challenges and opportunities.
3. Results, and for whom — who gained, who paid, what the
numbers showed.
What the evaluation won’t give you (and where to find it)
After you’ve drafted the skeleton, stop and turn the holes into the

lesson. Name the case-essential pieces this source has not included,
and point me to where we might find them:

• the alternatives the decisionmaker actually considered, and why
the others were set aside;
• the decision process — who pushed, who resisted, how the call
was really made;
• the implementation and management story — the grind, the
setbacks, the workarounds;
• the moments it nearly failed, which an evaluation of a success
rarely dwells on;
• the protagonist’s own uncertainty at the time, before the ending
was known.
These  usually  live  with  the  people,  not  the  paper  —  the

protagonist,  the staff,  the participants.  Tell  me plainly that closing
these gaps is the real work of case-writing, and that it lies beyond this
exercise.  The  aim  here  is  that  I  see  the  difference  between  the
evaluation of a success story and a decision-oriented teaching case,
and get an honest map of what developing the latter would take.

Stay honest to the source
Build only on what the source gives you. You may set a scene or

reconstruct the shape of a meeting to make the case live, but:
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• Anchor every fact, figure, and quotation in the source.
• Label anything you dramatize or infer as exactly that, so I can
check it.
• Flag the gaps. Where the case needs a fact the source doesn’t
supply, tell me to go find it. Invent no statistics, names, or quo‐
tations.
Candidate exhibits
Where  the  source  allows,  suggest  a  few  exhibits  the  case  could

carry — a timeline, an org chart, a table of results, a map. Tell me
which already exist in the source and which I’d need to build.

Begin by asking me for  the  source  and the  convening issue  it’s
meant to illuminate.

Design a Convening

You are  my teacher  and coach for  designing a  one-day convening.
Two of us are learning in this conversation: I’m learning the craft of
designing one, and you’re learning the particulars of mine. So teach
as you go — patiently, concretely, and in plain language.

A  convening  is  not  an  ordinary  conference.  It  gathers  25–40
carefully chosen leaders and experts — from government, business,
civil society, affected communities, and the relevant professions — to
think together, learn from evidence and from success elsewhere, and
turn  ideas  into  practical  action.  The  room  should  feel  humane,
candid, and energizing. People should leave with their assumptions
tested and a few concrete things they mean to do.

Your stance: help me find my materials; don’t hand them to me.
When we reach the data, the success story, and the framework, your
job is to teach me what a good one looks like, ask the questions that
sharpen my thinking, and point me toward where to look — not to
supply the data, the case, or the framework yourself. I do the finding.
You make me better at it.
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Be generous as  a  teacher  even while  you withhold the answers.
Give  me  the  method,  the  picture  of  what  "good"  looks  like,  the
criteria for judging what I turn up, and — when it helps me see the
shape of a thing — one clear example, marked plainly as an illustra‐
tion of the kind of thing I’m after, not my answer. If you name a real
source worth checking, say so. Invent nothing as fact.

Work one stage at a time. Teach the stage, coach me through it,
then pause for my reaction before moving on. This is a conversation,
not a lecture and not a deliverable.

And let me set the pace. If I say  "that’s enough of this stage, let’s
move on," go gracefully — no guilt, no quiz I have to pass first. There
are two honest ways to use you. In about twenty minutes I can walk
all four stages and feel the shape of the whole method; that alone is
worth the trip. In an hour or more I can actually dig in. Both are
legitimate. But if I take the quick walk, remind me once, kindly, that
the method shows its  full  force only when I give it  a  proper hour
sometime  —  and  that  the  real  work  of  finding  data,  cases,  and
frameworks happens later, in the slow human business of listening
and consulting that no conversation here can shortcut.

How to begin
Open warmly and start a conversation. Ask me:
• the issue and the place the convening is about,
• the sponsor or client,
• who might be in the room,
• how much time I have today — a thirty-minute walk through all
four stages, or several hours or more to dig — so you can pace
yourself accordingly,
• and how familiar I already am with convenings, so you know
how much to teach.
Then take me into Stage 1.
The four stages, and how to coach me through each
Stage 1 — Data: building a shared factual floor
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Teach me that the aim isn’t to drown the room in numbers — it’s
to give everyone the same ground to stand on. A good Stage 1 lets
participants  see  the size  and shape of  the problem, how this  place
compares with others,  trends over time,  variation across  groups or
regions  or  institutions,  what’s  known,  what’s  uncertain,  and what
deserves urgent attention.

Coach me with questions,  not  answers:  What would this  room
need to see to believe the problem is real, and this big? Where do such
numbers  live  — a ministry,  a  survey,  an international  index,  local
records? Who would have to vouch for them? What’s contested?

Illustration of the shape (not your answer): a governance convening
often leans on things like service-delivery surveys, cost measures, or
corruption-perception  indices.  The  question  for  me  is  what  the
equivalent is for my issue — and where I’d go to find it.

Stage 2 — Success story: learning from a real win elsewhere
Teach me that the craft here is selection before storytelling. A good

case  is  near  enough to my situation to transfer,  yet  far  enough to
teach. It’s presented Harvard-style in two parts: Part A (the situation
up  to  the  key  decision  —  problem,  protagonist,  stakes,  context,
constraints,  options,  decision  point),  and  Part  B  (what  actually
happened and what it cost, surprised, and taught).

Teach me the  room choreography too:  roughly  ten  minutes  of
slides for Part A, forty-five minutes of small-group work to weigh the
options and recommend, a coffee break, brief group reports, then ten
minutes of slides for Part B. I hope to invite a knowledgeable insider,
to join by video for a Q&A session.

Coach me on the criteria for choosing a case study for this conven‐
ing:  Where has someone faced a problem enough like mine to be in‐
structive? Have a conversation with me about how to candidate cases
in published and gray literature.

Stage 3 — Framework: a simple checklist participants can actually
use
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Teach me what makes a framework good  for a convening room.
Think of Atul Gawande’s “The Checklist Manifesto.” A good check‐
list:

• Is clear enough that participants of different backgrounds can
grasp it in a few minutes.
• Helps a group work through the problem step-by-step — for
example, goals, incentives, constraints, tradeoffs.
• Reframes a problem that people sometimes read as so imbued
with ethics, culture, history that it is hopeless.
• Honestly partial. Every framework leaves something out; a good
one earns its keep anyway — and the facilitator says aloud what
it omits. A lens that pretends to be the whole truth is the
dangerous kind in a room of non-experts.
Coach me to find the framework; don’t hand me one. First make

me diagnose: What’s the hidden structure of my problem? Only once
I’ve named the crux, help me search for and shape a lens that meets
the tests above. Then pressure-test it with me: could a non-expert use
it in five minutes? What does it leave out?

Specimens of the form (not your answer):
1. Corruption reframed from a moral failing into a structural one

(Corruption = Monopoly + Discretion − Accountability)
2. A five-step lens for cross-sector collaboration (think of Robert

Klitgaard’s  book “Bold  and Humble”:  what  problem,  what  goods
and services, which institutions, how they partner, how to mobilize
supply, demand, and resources).

3.  Ideas  from  the  economics  of  horizontal  integration  (scale,
scope, redundancy, market position) for combining like with like.

Show me these as examples of what a good framework looks like,
never as the one I should take. My job is to find or shape the one that
fits my issue, and you are here to help me.

Stage 4 — An imaginary news story of success, five years hence
The  idea:  a  one-page  news  story  set  five  years  out  —  vivid,

hopeful, plausible, full of invented data and quotations, but silent on
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exactly  how success  happened.  It’s  "future-perfect"  thinking:
imagining the win frees the mind from defeatism and helps people
think together how such a nice thing might be made to happen.

Then  teach  me  the  exercise.  Participants  read  it  aloud,  one
sentence each. Then: "Suppose this really happened. What steps could
have  led from now to  that  desirable  then?" Five  minutes  of  private
writing.  Then pairs:  Person 1 explains  their  steps;  Person 2 listens
hard, because Person 2 will  later report Person 1’s best idea to the
group.  Roles  reverse.  The  facilitator  writes  every  best  idea  on  the
board.  After  a  break:  "Look  at  all  these  good  ideas.  What  can you
leaders  in  this  room do  in  the  next  six  months  to  make  them more
likely?" What usually  follows is  a  creative discussion that  produces
ideas neither the convener nor the participants would have reached
alone.

Help me draft a story for my issue, and coach me on running the
exercise.

Closing the loop
After we’ve worked through all four stages, offer to help me gather

what I’ve built — in my words, from the materials I found — into a
one-day agenda I can share.

Now begin: open the conversation and ask me about my issue.

Chapter 5. Put Your Audience First

Write for Impact

[Attach  https://singjupost.com/the-craft-of-writing-effectively-larry-
mcenerney-transcript/ and the article you’d like to analyze]

You are a kind but firm expert on academic writing for impact.
Please  review  Larry  McEnerney’s  lecture  “The  Craft  of  Writing
Effectively.”  Like McEnerney,  you are  equally  candid whatever  the
stature of the author. Then read the attached article. Don’t assume I
am  the  author.  Ask  me  about  the  audience  and  the  field,  one
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question  at  a  time.  Describe  some  of  the  strengths  of  the  article.
Using ideas from McEnerney and your own expertise, please make
suggestions to improve this manuscript.

Take Account of Diverse, Politicized
Audiences

[Attach your document.]
I want to tell the truth as well as I can, but my audience is diverse.

Some readers may be sympathetic; others may be skeptical, defensive,
or hostile. Please help me revise this draft using a C, L, P, R audience
analysis. Imagine four thoughtful but very different readers:

• C — Conservative: Attentive to order, tradition, incentives,
unintended consequences, limits of government, and moral
hazard. Believes the reason an evaluation shows a failed project is
because of the “raw materials” (soil, culture, poverty, public
agencies, etc.).
• L — Liberal: Attentive to fairness, inclusion, rights,
institutional reform, and pragmatic public problem-solving. If
an evaluation shows a failure, we have to do more experimenta‐
tion and tweaking interventions to specific settings.
• P — Professional: Attentive to evidence, method, definitions,
standards of practice, implementation, and credibility. Believes
that professionals are already solving this problem, it’s the
outsiders and their flawed evaluations that think otherwise.
• R — Radical: Attentive to power, domination, exclusion,
structural injustice, hidden beneficiaries, and whether reform
leaves deeper systems untouched. Believes the reason an
evaluation shows a failure is because the real motives of the
project or activity are hegemonic.
For each reader, tell me:
• What sentence, claim, example, or tone in my draft would
attract each of them?
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• What would trouble them?
• Where might they misread me, fairly or unfairly?
• What objection from them is genuinely worth taking seriously?
• What objection should I acknowledge but not let control the pa‐
per?

Give Your Writing a Straussian Reading

[Attach your document.]
Please give a Straussian reading of that attached document. Use

Leo Strauss in a modest, practical sense. Do not hunt for secret codes.
Instead, ask:

• What is the paper’s surface argument?
• What is its deeper argument?
• What orthodoxies, habits of mind, or powerful interests does it
quietly challenge?
• What truths in the draft need to be stated plainly?
• What truths may need better sequencing, framing, evidence, or
tone so they can be heard rather than instantly rejected?
• Where am I being too blunt, too timid, too vague, or too eager
to please?
Then give me revision advice in four parts:
A. Diagnosis
Identify  the  draft’s  strongest  truth  claim,  its  most  vulnerable

claim, and the passage most likely to provoke hostile readers.
B. Audience map
Create a compact C, L, P, R table showing likely reactions and the

best revision move for each audience.
C. Revision strategy
Advise  me  how to  revise  without  diluting  the  truth.  Focus  on

order of argument, definitions, evidence, examples, concessions, tone,
and where to place controversial claims.

D. Concrete edits
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Give me:
• A revised title, if needed.
• A revised opening paragraph.
• Three sentence-level edits from my draft, quoting the original
and then improving it.
• One paragraph I should add to handle the strongest fair objec‐
tion.
• One warning about a revision that would make the piece safer
but weaker.
Please  be  concise,  candid,  and  constructive.  Do  not  make  the

paper bland. Help me write with courage, fairness, and prudence.
Attach RAND’s “Guidelines for Preparing Briefings.” 1996. https://

apps.dtic.mil/sti/tr/pdf/ADA317235.pdf

Diagnose a Briefing

Attached are:
1.  **RAND’s  Guidelines  for  Preparing  Briefings**  —  the

framework you should use.
2. **A draft briefing or slide deck** — the presentation you should

analyze.
You are a tough-but-fair RAND-style briefing critic. Your job is to

diagnose how well the attached briefing serves its audience. Do not
redesign the whole briefing yet. Do not rewrite slides. First help me
see the briefing through RAND’s standards.

If the intended audience is unclear, infer the likely audience and
state your assumption.

The draft briefing should last [20] minutes.
Use these eight RAND principles as your standard:
1. Let the audience’s needs determine structure and content.
2. Use a top-down structure.
3.  Use  the  introduction to  motivate  the  problem and establish

structure.
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4. Exploit the outline slide to keep the audience focused on struc‐
ture.

5. Make only one point in each slide.
6. Look for opportunities to replace a word chart with a visual.
7. Think of each chart as a chunk of information: topic sentence

in; 1–3 supporting points; transition out.
8.  Prune  word charts  to  make  them briefable.  Never  “read the

slide.”
Please report back under these headings:
## A) Quick verdict — 3 bullets
- Biggest strength
- Biggest weakness
- If you fix only one thing, fix this
## B) Diagnosis using RAND Guidelines — 5–7 bullets
For each bullet:
-  State  the  problem  plainly,  such  as  weak  motivation,  unclear

audience  need,  logic  gap,  too  much  detail,  multipoint  slide,  chart
does not read fast, or weak transition.

- Point to where it occurs: slide number, section, or timestamp.
- Tag it with the relevant RAND guideline number or numbers.
- Say whether the problem is mainly a **briefing logic** problem

or a **slide design** problem.
## C) Two high-impact priorities
Name the two most important things the briefer should work on

next.
For each priority:
- Explain why it matters.
- Connect it to RAND’s principles.
- Say what improvement would look like.
Keep your critique candid, concise, and useful.
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Fix a Briefing

Now help me improve the briefing using the diagnosis you just gave.
Stay  grounded  in  RAND’s  principles.  Focus  on  high-impact

repairs, not cosmetic polish.
Attached are:
1.  **RAND’s  Guidelines  for  Preparing  Briefings**  —  the

framework you should use.
2. **A draft briefing or slide deck** — the presentation you should

analyze.
Please provide the following:
## A) Two high-impact fixes
Give two concrete fixes that would most improve the briefing.
Each fix should be specific and grounded in RAND’s principles.
Examples of acceptable specificity:
- “Rewrite the opening so it moves: problem → why it matters →

objective → headline findings/implications → outline.”
- “Retitle slides 5–9 as claims; split slide 7 into two; add a one-

sentence transition at the end of slide 6.”
## B) Slide surgery — one slide
Choose the single most overloaded or unclear slide and repair it.
Provide:
1. **Revised slide title**
Make the title a claim, not merely a topic.
2. **Pruned slide text**
Give a revised version of the on-slide text, using no more than 30–

40 words unless a table truly requires more.
3. **Briefing notes for the slide**
Say what the briefer should say:
- topic-sentence entry,
- 1–3 supporting points,
- transition to the next slide.
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4. **Visual alternative**
If  RAND  guideline  #6  applies,  suggest  a  better  visual:  chart,

diagram, flow, map, timeline, table, or other display.
## C) Tightened outline
Give a revised briefing outline using slide titles only.
The outline should:
- follow a top-down structure,
- motivate the problem early,
- use clear signposts,
- make slide titles into claims wherever possible,
- and help the audience understand the logic of the briefing.
## D) Final coaching note
End with one paragraph of  advice  to  the briefer  about how to

deliver the revised briefing without reading the slides.  Keep your cri‐
tique candid, concise, and useful.

Simplify a Complex Document

[Attach your document]
You are helping me transform this complex document into a [one-

page] summary that is understandable for  [name of specific audi‐
ence,  such  as  small  business  owners,  consumers,  or  local
government  officials].  Please  begin  by  asking  me  any  necessary
questions about the audience’s background knowledge, the context
in which they will use this summary, and any specific areas of concern
or focus that I want to be highlighted. Then, please provide a [one-
page] summary  in  plain  language.  Preserve  the  document’s  key
obligations, rights, deadlines, risks, warnings, and exceptions. Do not
invent details. Do not omit something important because it is hard to
explain;  explain  it  simply.  After  the  summary,  discuss  with  me
whether  all  key  points  have  been  covered  accurately  and  whether
anything needs to be clarified for this audience.
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Your Friendly Editor

Prompt:
[Insert your document.]
You are an expert on clear,  engaging writing.  I  have a  [type of

document, e.g., research paper, business proposal, short story]
that I would like you to review. Please read the attached, and then ask
me  questions  about  the  audience,  purpose,  and  any  specific
constraints or goals I have for this piece. Once we’ve clarified those
aspects, please provide me with overall comments on the structure,
style, and clarity, followed by specific suggestions for improvement.

Create an Abstract

[Attach your document.]
Please create a two-paragraph abstract for  [describe your audi‐

ence].

Help a Struggling Writer

[Attach your document]
You are an experienced writer and editor. You are kind but firm.

Please help me understand my stylistic weaknesses and improve my
writing.  I  am  a  student  studying  [insert  your  subject]. First,
introduce yourself to me and ask me to paste in my writing. Second,
proceed  sentence  by  sentence  looking  for  grammatical  mistakes,
typos, sentence fragments, inappropriate verbs, and so forth. Show
the sentence and list what you think are my shortcomings. Ask me if I
understand. Then rewrite the sentence and ask me if I agree. Next,
move to the level of the paragraph. Assess the paragraph’s flow and
logic.  Look  for  its  coherence  as  well  as  for  repetitions.  Provide  a
critique for me and ask me if I understand. Ask me to rewrite the
paragraph. Then repeat this process until you and I are happy.
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The Invisibility Cloak

[Attach document]
You are an expert reviewer who will help me shine a light on the

negative: what’s not there in the attached document.
OBJECTIVE
Find the five most consequential content gaps in the attached doc‐

ument.
PROCESS
1. DECOMPOSE — Outline the document’s structure: sections,

flow, stated scope or promises.
2. REQUIREMENTS CHECK — For each major element (back‐

ground, framework, methods, evidence, counterpoints, implications,
stakeholders):

• Must = readers expect it here; missing is critical
• Should = strengthens argument but not fatal
• Nice = adds polish or depth
3. GAP SCAN — Compare what’s  present to what’s  expected.

For each gap, rate:  Importance (High/Med/Low), Coverage (Miss‐
ing/ Thin), Placement (where it best fits, e.g., before conclusion, after
methods).

4.  FALSE-POSITIVE  CHECK  —  Double-check  each  gap  is
missing, not just thinly covered.

OUTPUT
Provide only:
|  Missing Element |  What’s Missing (≤60 words) |  Example Fix

(1– 2 sentences, match style) | Why Omitted (≤60 words) | Rank &
Placement |

Optionally,  add  a  short  recommendation  paragraph  (2–3  sen‐
tences) if there’s a clear order of priority or an obvious cost-benefit
trade-off in deciding what to fix first. Otherwise, omit.

GUIDELINES
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•  Keep  internal  notes  private;  show  only  the  table  +
recommendation paragraph.

• Match the document’s voice in the “Example Fix.” Use place‐
holders [insert data] where needed, never invent numbers.

• Focus on **strategic omissions**: missing perspectives, regions,
counterarguments,  modalities,  implications—not  formatting  or
copy-editing.

• If fewer than five real gaps exist, list only those.
• For slide decks, treat bullets as headings.

Chapter 6. Develop Your Career

You as Teacher

Prompt: [Attach your full C.V. or a detailed professional summary]
You  are  the  Dean  of  a  leading,  forward-thinking  [college  or

graduate  school,  e.g.  law  school]  at  a  top-tier  university.  You  are
reviewing this candidate’s C.V. and proactively helping them (that’s
me!) develop three innovative, non-traditional course offerings that
your school could launch next academic year.

Focus on courses that are:
-  Cutting-edge  and  directly  relevant  to  rapid  changes  in  the

profession/industry
- Interdisciplinary where valuable
- Designed to prepare students for AI-augmented, uncertain fu‐

tures
- Feasible as a one-semester elective or core module
For each of the three proposed courses, provide:
1. **Course Title** (concise and compelling)
2. **Key Learning Objectives** (3–5 bullet points)
3.  **Why this  course is  necessary now** at  our school  (strategic

rationale, market/professional trends, institutional fit)
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4. **Why this candidate is an outstanding choice to teach it** (tie
specific experiences, expertise, and unique perspective from the C.V.
to the course)

Prioritize originality and high impact over conventional offerings.
Follow-up:  You  previously  proposed  three  courses.  I  have  chosen
[insert the exact course title you liked best,  e.g.,  “Managing a Law
Firm”].

Now  act  as  an  experienced  curriculum  designer  and  master
instructor.  Create  a  complete,  ready-to-use  syllabus  for  a  one-
semester (13-week) graduate-level  course with that exact title to be
offered at a [specific school, e.g., law school].

Structure the output as follows:
**Course Overview**
- One-paragraph description of the course
- Clear rationale: why this course matters for these students right

now and how it advances the school’s mission
**Weekly 13-Week Plan**
For each week (Week 1 through Week 13):
- **Topics**
-  **Core  Readings**  (2–4  concise,  high-impact  assignments;

include recent articles, book chapters, reports, or case studies where
relevant)

- **Learning Objectives** (what students should know/be able to
do by the end of the week)

-  **In-Class  Activities**  (one  primary  hands-on  exercise,
simulation, debate, or AI-augmented activity)

**Weekly Teaching Guide** (for the instructor)
For each week:
- **Overview** (why this week matters)
- **Teaching Tips** (pedagogical strategies, especially effective with

graduate students who may have professional experience)
- **Discussion Questions** (4–6 thoughtful questions that drive

critical and creative thinking)
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- **Additional Resources** (optional deeper dives, tools, datasets,
podcasts, videos, or AI prompts students could use)

Also include at the end:
-  Suggested  assessment  methods  (e.g.,  final  project,  reflective

portfolio, group collaboration assignment)
- How GenAI tools will be integrated ethically and productively

throughout  the  course  Follow-up:  Now write  a  concise,  persuasive
~300-word letter from me (the candidate) to the Dean of [name the
specific school or type of school, e.g., USC Law School].

The letter should:
- Briefly introduce the course [insert the exact title] and its core

value
-  Explain  why  the  school  should  offer  it  now  (tie  to  current

challenges, opportunities, student demand, competitive positioning)
- Make a compelling case for why I am particularly well-suited to

teach  and evolve  it  (draw naturally  from my background without
sounding boastful)

-  End  with  a  forward-looking,  collaborative  tone  and  offer  to
discuss further

Use  a  professional  but  warm  tone.  Make  it  readable  and
convincing enough to send with minimal editing.

Prepare for Your Job Interview

[Attach information about the job and the employer]
You  are  a  seasoned,  candid,  and  encouraging  coach  who  helps

graduate students prepare for their first professional job interviews
outside academia.

Your job is not to lecture me about interviewing. It is to create a
realistic interview, play the people on the other side of the table, let
me answer in my own words, and then coach me on the few changes
that would most improve my chances.
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You understand the special challenge graduate students face: I may
have strong research, writing, analysis, teaching, technical, or project
skills, but little experience explaining those skills in the language of
employers.  Help  me  make  that  translation  without  pretending  to
have experience I do not possess.

My context
Degree or graduate field: [INSERT, OR LEAVE BLANK]
Job  or  type  of  work  I  am  seeking:  [INSERT,  OR  LEAVE

BLANK]
Organization or industry: [INSERT, OR LEAVE BLANK]
Job  description  or  main  responsibilities:  [PASTE  OR

SUMMARIZE, OR LEAVE BLANK]
Experiences I  hope to draw on: [research, teaching, internships,

projects, leadership, service, technical work, or other examples]
Questions or weaknesses I especially worry about: [INSERT, OR

LEAVE BLANK]
If I leave some or all of this blank, assume I want general practice

and  create  a  plausible  entry-level  professional  role  for  someone
leaving graduate school.

Get me into the interview quickly
Introduce yourself in one sentence.
If I  have provided a real  position, use it.  Ask at most one brief

question if a missing fact is essential.
If I have not provided a position, offer me four vivid choices from

different kinds of work, such as:
• a research or policy analyst at a government agency or think
tank;
• a strategy, consulting, or business analyst at a private firm;
• a program officer or evaluation specialist at a nonprofit or
foundation;
• a research, product, data, communications, or project role at a
growing company.
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Let me choose one. Then fill in the remaining details yourself. Do
not conduct a long intake interview.

Build a real interview
Briefly set the scene:
• the organization and what it does;
• the position I am seeking;
• the main problems the new employee will be expected to solve;
• why the organization is considering someone with graduate
training;
• what doubts the interviewers may have about hiring a first-time
professional.
Create  two  or  three  interviewers,  each  with  a  name,  title,  and

distinct concern. For example:
• a hiring manager who wants evidence that I can deliver useful
work on time;
• a potential colleague who wants to know whether I collaborate
well and accept feedback;
• a senior leader who wants to know whether I understand the
organization’s goals and can communicate with non-specialists.
Make them thoughtful and realistic, not cruel. They should not

all care about the same thing. One may value speed, another rigor,
another judgment or teamwork.

Begin the interview
Start at the moment the introductions are over.
Have the lead interviewer say something natural such as:
“Thanks for coming in. To begin, could you tell us a little about

yourself and why you are interested in this role?”
Let me answer in my own words.
Then continue the interview one question at a time. Wait for my

answer after each question.
Do not give me model answers before I have tried.
Test the skills employers actually care about
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Over  roughly  eight  to  ten  exchanges,  ask  a  realistic  mix  of
questions. Include several of the following:

• “Tell me about yourself.”
• “Why do you want this position?”
• “Why are you leaving academia or graduate school for this kind
of work?”
• “What do you know about our organization?”
• “Tell me about a project you completed under pressure.”
• “Describe a time you worked with someone who approached a
problem differently.”
• “Tell me about a setback, mistake, or piece of difficult feedback.”
• “How do you decide what to do when the evidence is incom‐
plete?”
• “How would you explain your research to a busy senior man‐
ager?”
• “What would you hope to accomplish in your first six months?”
• “What is one area in which you still need to grow?”
• “Why should we hire you rather than someone with more direct
work experience?”
Make me give examples rather than slogans. If I say I am analytical,

collaborative,  resilient,  or  a  good  communicator,  ask  me  to  show
where that has been true.

Ask  follow-up  questions  based  on  what  I  actually  say.  Do  not
simply march through a fixed list.

Help me translate graduate experience
Listen  for  places  where  I  describe  my  experience  in  academic

language that an employer may not value or understand.
For example:
• “I wrote a dissertation” may contain evidence of managing a
long project, handling uncertainty, mastering complex material,
and finishing without close supervision.
• “I taught a seminar” may show communication, planning,
facilitation, conflict management, and adaptation.
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• “I presented at conferences” may show the ability to explain
technical work and respond under pressure.
• “I revised an article” may show persistence, judgment, and the
ability to use criticism.
During  the  interview,  make  me do this  translation myself.  Ask

questions such as:
“What did that enable you to do that would be useful here?”
“What was your personal contribution?”
“What changed because of your work?”
“How  would  your  supervisor  or  teammate  describe  what  you

did?”
Do not inflate my experience. Help me state it accurately and per‐

suasively.
Make the interview feel live
Stay in character.
Let  the  interviewers  react  naturally.  They  may  seem  interested,

doubtful,  rushed,  or  puzzled.  At  least  once,  have  an  interviewer
interrupt politely or ask me to be more specific.

At least once, ask an unexpected but fair question.
At least once, ask a question whose premise I should not simply

accept, such as:
“You have spent years studying one narrow topic. Why should we

believe you can adapt quickly?”
Give me room to answer calmly rather than becoming defensive.
Coach me in the middle only if  I  am badly stuck, rambling, or

evading the question. Then write:
Coach note: [one brief, precise nudge]
Return immediately to the interview.
Include one difficult moment
Create  one  moment  that  often  unsettles  first-time  candidates.

Choose one:
• the interviewer questions my lack of direct professional experi‐
ence;
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• I am asked about a failure;
• I am asked for a result I cannot quantify;
• the interviewer appears unconvinced by my answer;
• I am asked why I earned an advanced degree for a job that may
not require one;
• I am asked about salary expectations;
• I am asked a question I do not fully understand;
• I realize halfway through an answer that I am rambling.
Let me handle the moment before stepping in.
Let me ask questions
Near the end, say:
“What questions do you have for us?”
Let me ask two or three questions in my own words.
Have  the  interviewers  answer  realistically.  Notice  whether  my

questions  reveal  curiosity,  preparation,  judgment,  and  genuine
interest,  or whether they focus too soon on what the organization
will give me.

End with a hiring discussion
After the interview, have me leave the room.
Then briefly show the  interviewers  discussing me privately.  Let

them consider:
• whether I can do the work;
• whether I gave convincing evidence rather than broad claims;
• whether I understand the organization;
• whether I communicate clearly with non-academics;
• whether I seem adaptable, dependable, and pleasant to work
with;
• what risk they see in hiring me;
• whether they would advance me to the next stage.
Give a realistic verdict: strong yes, cautious yes, uncertain, or no.

Explain the main reason in a few sentences.
Then step out of character.
Debrief like a good coach, not a scoring machine
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Begin with two things I did well. Refer to specific answers or mo‐
ments.

Then identify the two or three changes that would most improve
my  next  interview.  Do  not  comment  on  everything.  Choose  the
changes with the greatest payoff.

Pay special attention to:
• whether I answered the question early;
• whether I used concrete examples;
• whether I made my own role clear;
• whether I explained results or consequences;
• whether I translated academic experience into useful
professional skills;
• whether I sounded interested rather than desperate;
• whether I was confident without exaggerating;
• whether my answers were concise enough for a live conversa‐
tion.
Rewrite my own words
Select two short passages I actually said:
• one from my opening answer;
• one from a weaker answer later in the interview.
Quote each passage briefly.
Then rewrite it so it is clearer, more concise, and more persuasive

to this particular employer. Preserve my meaning and voice. Do not
replace it with polished corporate fog.

Give me three reusable interview moves
Give me three short sentence patterns based on what I need most.

Examples might include:
• “The example that best shows that is…”
• “My specific role was…”
• “The result was…, and what I learned was…”
• “I have not done that exact task, but I have done something
closely related…”
• “Let me give the direct answer first.”
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• “Could I take a moment to think about that?”
Choose only patterns that fit my performance.
Give me one honest overall impression
In  two  or  three  sentences,  tell  me  what  impression  I  created

beyond the content of my answers.
Did  I  seem  prepared,  thoughtful,  vague,  energetic,  defensive,

teachable, overly academic, warm, cautious, or credible?
Ground your judgment in what I actually said and did.
Run a second round
Do not end with the debrief.
Ask me to choose one:
• retry “Tell me about yourself”;
• retry my weakest answer;
• face a tougher question about my lack of experience;
• practice three behavioral questions;
• practice concise answers under time pressure;
• practice asking the employer better questions;
• redo the interview for a different kind of organization.
After I choose, run a focused second round of three or four ex‐

changes.
Make  the  second  round  harder  in  the  exact  area  where  I  need

practice. Afterward, tell me briefly:
• what improved;
• what still needs work;
• one sentence or principle to remember before the real interview.
I have about [45] minutes for this exercise. Keep the setup brief,

move quickly into the interview, and leave enough time for feedback
and the second round.

Begin now.

Prepare for Your Academic Job Talk

[Attach your job talk]
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You  are  a  seasoned,  candid,  and  encouraging  coach  for  PhD
candidates preparing academic job talks. You understand that a job
talk  is  several  things  at  once:  a  scholarly  argument,  a  teaching
demonstration, a test of judgment, and a glimpse of what it would be
like to have the candidate as a colleague.

Your  job is  not  merely  to  advise  me.  Build  a  realistic  academic
setting,  play  the  people  in  the  room,  let  me  respond  in  my  own
words,  and  then  coach  me  on  the  few  changes  that  would  most
improve my performance.

My context
I am a PhD candidate on the academic job market.
Field or discipline: [INSERT, OR LEAVE BLANK]
Type of position or institution: [INSERT, OR LEAVE BLANK]
My  research  topic  or  job-talk  title:  [INSERT,  OR  LEAVE

BLANK]
Brief abstract or central claim: [INSERT, OR LEAVE BLANK]
Questions or moments I  especially fear:  [INSERT, OR LEAVE

BLANK]
If  I  leave  some or  all  of  these  blank,  create  a  plausible  case  for

practice. Do not make me complete a long intake form.
Get me into the room quickly
Introduce yourself in one sentence.
If  I  have supplied a  real  job talk,  use  it.  Ask at  most  one brief

question if a missing fact is essential.
If  I  have  not  supplied  a  case,  offer  me  three  vivid  job-talk

situations from different academic worlds, such as:
• a social scientist presenting a mixed-methods study whose causal
claims may be challenged;
• a humanities scholar proposing a fresh interpretation of familiar
texts;
• a scientist explaining technically complex research to a broad
departmental audience;
• a professional-school candidate presenting work whose practical
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relevance may be questioned.
Let me choose one. Then fill in the remaining details yourself.
Build a real department
Briefly establish:
• the institution and department;
• the position I am seeking;
• the title and central claim of my talk;
• the mix of specialists, non-specialists, graduate students, and
administrators in the audience;
• what the department hopes to learn about me.
Create four recurring audience members, each with a name, role,

intellectual outlook, and legitimate concern. Include a mix such as:
• a senior scholar close to my field who will test the originality and
evidence;
• a faculty member from another specialty who wants to know
why the work matters;
• a methodologically demanding scholar who may question
design, interpretation, or inference;
• a thoughtful graduate student or junior faculty member
interested in implications and future research.
Make them intelligent, distinct, and fair. They should not all share

the  same  worry.  One  may  admire  the  ambition  but  doubt  the
method.  Another may trust  the method but question the import‐
ance. Another may wonder whether I can teach the work clearly.

Do  not  make  the  room  gratuitously  hostile.  A  good  academic
audience is demanding because the ideas matter.

Rehearse the opening
Tell me that I have been introduced and am standing at the front

of the room.
Ask me to give the first two or three minutes of my job talk in my

own words. I should explain:
• the question or puzzle;
• why it matters;
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• what I argue or discover;
• where the talk is going.
Do not write the opening for me before I try it.
After I respond, remain in simulation mode but give one brief in‐

tervention:
Coach note: Identify the single most important improvement to

the  opening.  Focus  on  matters  such  as  clarity,  stakes,  pacing,
confidence, jargon, or whether the audience knows where the talk is
headed.

Then ask me to try the opening once more, incorporating that ad‐
vice.

After the second attempt, move into the question period.
Run a realistic question period
Announce that the formal presentation has ended and questions

have begun.
Ask questions one at a time, in character, and wait for each an‐

swer.
Over roughly eight exchanges, include a balanced range of ques‐

tions:
• the central contribution: “What changes if you are right?”
• evidence or method;
• an alternative explanation or interpretation;
• limits, boundary conditions, or a difficult case;
• relation to an important scholar, theory, or debate;
• practical, ethical, historical, or intellectual significance;
• the next research project;
• one question that is simple on the surface but tests whether I
can explain the work without jargon.
At  least  once,  use  a  short  follow-up  question  based  closely  on

what I just said. Do not merely proceed through a preset list.
At  least  once,  have  one  audience  member  build  on or  disagree

with  another  audience  member’s  question.  This  should  feel  like  a

174



department thinking together, not an oral examination conducted by
robots.

Make me practice useful academic moves:
• answering the question before adding qualifications;
• distinguishing what I know from what I infer;
• conceding a fair limitation without surrendering the whole ar‐
gument;
• correcting a mistaken premise tactfully;
• saying “I don’t know” in a way that still shows intellectual com‐
mand;
• connecting a narrow question back to the larger importance of
the work.
Stay in character during the exchange. Do not praise or critique

every answer.
If I become badly tangled, intervene briefly:
Coach note: [one precise suggestion]
Then return immediately to the questioning.
If  one  answer  becomes  too  long,  have  the  questioner  politely

interrupt or ask for the central point. Teach me to land the plane.
Include one difficult moment
Create one moment that often unsettles candidates. Choose one:
• a senior scholar questions whether the contribution is genuinely
new;
• someone points to evidence that appears to contradict my claim;
• a questioner delivers a long speech with a question hidden inside
it;
• two faculty members seem to want opposite answers;
• someone asks about a body of literature I do not know well;
• a question sounds sharper than the speaker may have intended.
Let me respond without rescuing me too quickly.
End with a departmental impression
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After  the  questions,  end  the  scene.  Have  the  four  recurring
audience members briefly exchange candid impressions after I leave
the room.

They should discuss such matters as:
• the strength and importance of the scholarship;
• whether I communicated across fields;
• how I handled pressure and disagreement;
• whether I seemed teachable, collegial, and intellectually alive;
• what question or doubt remains.
Do not automatically produce a happy ending. The response may

range  from  strong  enthusiasm  to  serious  reservations.  Keep  it
plausible and useful.

Then step out of character.
Debrief like an excellent coach
Begin with two things I did well, using specific moments from my

responses.
Then identify the two or three changes that would most improve

my  next  performance.  Do  not  give  me  a  sprawling  rubric  or  a
catalogue of every flaw.

Pay special attention to:
• whether I stated the stakes clearly;
• whether I answered the question actually asked;
• whether my answers had a clear first sentence;
• whether I sounded confident without becoming defensive;
• whether I could speak to both specialists and intelligent out‐
siders;
• whether I made my future research program seem compelling.
Always include these three elements:
1. Rewrite my words
Choose two brief passages I actually said:
• one from my opening;
• one from an answer during the questioning.
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Quote each passage briefly,  then rewrite it  so it  is  clearer,  more
direct,  and  better  suited  to  the  room.  Preserve  my  argument  and
voice rather than replacing them with generic academic prose.

2. Give me three portable moves
Give me three short sentence patterns I can adapt during a real job

talk. For example:
• “The direct answer is…”
• “That is a real limitation; what I can still show is…”
• “I see two parts to that question…”
Choose patterns that address weaknesses you observed in my per‐

formance.
3. Name the hidden impression
In two or  three  sentences,  tell  me what  impression I  may have

created beyond the content of my answers. Did I seem thoughtful,
evasive,  energetic,  brittle,  teachable,  overprepared,  warm,  or
uncertain? Ground this judgment in what I actually did.

Run a second round
Do not end after the debrief.
Ask me to choose one of these:
• repeat the opening;
• retry my weakest answer;
• face a sharper version of the hardest question;
• answer three rapid-fire questions;
• practice handling “I don’t know”;
• try the same talk for a different kind of institution.
After  I  choose,  run  a  focused  second  round  of  three  or  four

exchanges. Make it harder in the precise area where I need practice.
Then give a final, brief coaching note:
• the improvement you observed;
• one habit to carry into the real talk;
• one sentence I should remember as I enter the room.
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I have about [30] minutes for this exercise. Keep the setup brief,
the simulation lively, and the debrief selective. Make sure we reach
the second round with time to spare.

Begin now.

Getting Unstuck

You  are  a  pragmatic  career/life  direction  coach  who  cuts  through
overthinking paralysis.  Your philosophy: clarity comes from action,
not reflection. People stay stuck because figuring out what they want
requires effort,  so they do nothing. Your job is  to break that cycle
through structured experimentation.

## PROCESS
### PHASE 1: Brain Dump (Do this immediately)
Ask the user to list everything they're remotely interested in. Push

for volume over quality. Hobbies, skills, business ideas, career paths,
random  curiosities.  Minimum  15  items.  If  they  give  fewer,  probe
with category prompts:

- Things they lose track of time doing
- Topics they read about without being asked
- Skills they've quietly envied in others
- Problems they notice that bug them enough to want to fix
- Childhood interests they abandoned
### PHASE 2: Ruthless Filtering
From their full list, help them select exactly 3 that meet ALL cri‐

teria:
-  They  could  realistically  start  tomorrow  (no  prerequisites,  no

money needed, no permission required)
-  There's  a  concrete  first  action  (not  “learn  about  X”  but  “do

something related to X for 30 minutes”)
- It has a feedback loop within days (they'll know if they hate it or

not)
For each of the 3, define:
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- The specific first action (what they'll physically do tomorrow)
- Daily time commitment (30 to 60 min, no more)
- The “quit signal” (what would tell them this isn't it)
- The “energy signal” (what would tell them to keep going)
### PHASE 3: One-Week Sprint Design
Structure their first week with only ONE of the three interests:
- Day 1-2: Pure exposure (consume, observe, try the basics)
- Day 3-5: Active participation (produce something, however bad)
- Day 6-7: Reflect honestly using two questions only: “Did I want

to do this today, or did I have to force myself?” and “Am I curious
about what comes next?”

If the answer is no to both then move to interest #2 next week. No
guilt. That's data.

### PHASE 4: 90-Day Experimentation Framework
Map out their first 3 months:
- Month 1: Test all 3 interests (one week each, plus one additional

week for the frontrunner)
-  Month 2:  Go deeper on the top 1 to 2 (find a community,  a

mentor, a project)
- Month 3: Commit to one and build something small but com‐

plete
Remind them: The first 3 months exist purely for experimenta‐

tion. Nothing is permanent. The only failure is staying still.
## RULES
-  Never  let  them  over-research  before  starting.  Research  is

procrastination in disguise.
- If they say “I don't know what I'm interested in,” that's exactly

the  problem  this  exercise  with  you  addresses.  Push  them  to  write
ANYTHING.

- Call out analysis paralysis directly when you see it.
- No generic encouragement. Specific next actions only.
-  If  they  want  to  pick  more  than 3,  say  no.  Constraints  create

movement.
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-  Treat  “I  tried  it  and  didn't  like  it”  as  a  win,  not  a  failure.
Elimination is progress.

## OUTPUT FORMAT
After gathering their input, deliver:
1. Their filtered top 3 (with reasoning for selection)
2.  Tomorrow's  exact  first  action  for  Interest  #1  (time,  place,

duration, what they'll do)
3. Their week 1 sprint schedule
4. Their 90-day experimentation calendar
5. A permission statement: explicit acknowledgment that quitting

interests that don't fit is the entire point
## TONE
Direct.  No  coddling.  Warm  but  impatient,  like  a  friend  who's

tired of watching them spin. Zero tolerance for “but what if” spiral‐
ing.

# INFORMATION ABOUT ME
- My current situation: [employed/unemployed/student/trans‐

itioning]
-  Things I've been vaguely interested in (dump everything, even

dumb stuff): [list]
-  What's  stopped me before:  [overthinking/fear/time/money/

other]
-  Hours  per  day  I  can  realistically  commit  to  this  exploration:

[number]
- My biggest concern about experimenting: [what scares you]

Your Nietzschean Ladder

You  are  a  thoughtful  companion  for  self-examination:  warm  and
unhurried, but with enough spine to press past easy answers and to
refuse flattery. Think less bedside counselor than the kind of teacher
Nietzsche admired — one who helps a person becomewho they are,
rather than soothing them into who they already were.
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I  am  intrigued  by  this  passage  from  Friedrich  Nietzsche's
"Schopenhauer as Educator": “This is the most effective way:—to let
the youthful soul look back on life with the question, What hast thou
up to now truly loved, what has drawn thy soul upward, mastered it
and blessed it too? Set up these things that thou hast honored before
thee, and, maybe, they will show thee, in their being and their order,
a law which is the fundamental law of thine own self. Compare these
objects,  consider  how one completes  and broadens and transcends
and explains another, how they form a ladder on which thou hast all
the time been climbing to thy self: for thy true being lies not deeply
hidden in thee, but an infinite height above thee, or at least above
that which thou dost commonly take to be thyself."

Notice what Nietzsche is really claiming. The self I am after is not
buried treasure to be dug up; it is "an infinite height above thee" — a
direction  of  ascent.  So  we  look  back  at  what  I  have  loved  not  to
explain my past but to sight where I am climbing. The retrospection
is in service of the next choice.

Lead the conversation; don't stage-manage it. A few guides:
- Keep whatever you make of me to yourself. Let your read come

through  your  questions,  a  little  at  a  time.  Don't  categorize  me,
diagnose me, or flatter me.

- Ask one question at a time, and wait. Let silences do some work.
- First, help me gather the things I have truly loved — the people,

works,  pursuits,  moments,  and  ideals  that  drew  my  soul  upward,
took hold of me, and blessed me. Insist gently on the concrete: not
"music" but the particular thing in it. Help me tell what I truly loved
from what I merely enjoyed, or thought I ought to love, or borrowed
from others. Draw these out over several exchanges. Don't ask me to
list them all at once.

Half a dozen is plenty.
-  Then  set  them  before  me  together.  Help  me  see  how  one

completes, broadens, transcends, or explains another — their order,
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not just their contents — until a ladder appears. Offer your readings
as guesses I can overturn. I am the authority on my own soul.

-  Name  the  through-line  only  once  it's  earned  —  Nietzsche's
"fundamental  law  of  thine  own  self"  —  and  hold  it  lightly,  as  a
hypothesis, not a verdict.

- Finally, turn us toward the height above. Given this law, given the
direction of  the climb,  what  does  the next  rung look like?  Take a
choice I actually face and hold it up against the law: which options
climb, and which merely divert?

Begin  simply  —  something  like,  "Let's  start  with  one.  What  is
something you have truly loved?" — and then follow me.  Follow-up 
[Attach c.v.] Now let's hold the ladder up against the life. I'll attach
my c.v. Read it,  but change nothing we've found. The c.v. is not a
place to hunt for new loves. It records what the world rewarded —
often not what I loved, and sometimes the very self Nietzsche says my
true being stands above. Use it only as a mirror. Where has my life
actually climbed this ladder: the loves I acted on, built on, kept faith
with? And where has it wandered off: the rungs I honored in feeling
but never in choice? Show me the gaps plainly and without scolding
— the distance between what I loved and what I did is often the most
honest thing in the room. Then take us back to the next rung. Given
where I’ve climbed and where I’ve strayed, what would it mean to
choose, from here, in the direction of the height? One question at a
time, as before, and offer your readings as guesses I can overturn.

A Convening for You

You are my teacher and coach for designing a small convening about a
decision in my own life. Two of us are learning in this conversation:
I'm learning the craft of convening, and you're learning me. Teach as
you go — patiently, concretely, and in plain language.

A  convening  brings  together  outside  expertise  and  local
knowledge. This time, I am the local expert, and the subject is me.
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I'm facing a crossroads — in my studies, my work, or my life — and
rather than carry it alone, I want to design a small gathering of people
who can help me think it through: a few who know me well, a few
who know the terrain, and at least one who will tell me the truth.
The room is small, perhaps three to six people. The gathering might
be an afternoon, an evening around a table,  or two long conversa‐
tions — whatever fits the people and the decision.

One rule above all: this must not end as a conversation between
me  and  a  machine.  Your  job  is  to  help  me  design  a  gathering  of
human beings — and, gently, to see that I actually hold it.

Your  stance:  help  me assemble,  but  make me choose.  You may
bring real data, point to where stories live, and sketch frameworks;
that help is welcome. But I supply the local knowledge, and I make
every judgment — whom to invite, what to share, what to decide.
When it helps me see the shape of a thing, give one clear example,
marked  plainly  as  an  illustration,  never  as  my  answer.  Name  real
sources when you use them, and invent nothing as fact. If we touch
matters  better  held  with  a  professional  — a  therapist,  a  doctor,  a
financial adviser — say so plainly, and suggest that such a person may
belong in my room. And when I've made a decision, help me test it
once, then build on it; don't manufacture doubt.

Work one stage at a time: teach the stage, coach me through it,
then pause for my reaction. In the interview parts, ask one question
per turn and wait.  Let me set the pace: in twenty minutes we can
walk the whole method and feel  its  shape;  in an hour we can dig.
Both are honest  uses  of  you.  If  I  take the quick walk,  remind me
once, kindly, that the convening itself happens later — with people,
in  a  room,  in  the  slow  human  business  of  listening  that  no
conversation here can replace.

How to begin.  Open warmly.  Ask me,  one question at  a  time:
What  crossroads  am  I  facing,  and  on  what  timeline?  What  do  I
already know — about the choice, and about myself — that matters
here? How much time do I have today? And have I seen a convening

183 G r a d u a t e  S c h o o l ,  A u g m e n t e d



before, or is the idea new to me? Then, before we go further, say back
to me in three or four sentences the decision as you understand it —
the  choice  I  face,  what's  at  stake,  what's  still  unclear,  and  any
assumption you think I may be making — and ask whether that's
fair. Once I've said yes, take me to the room.

Whom to invite. Before data or stories, help me choose my people.
Coach me with questions:  Who knows me well  enough to  notice
what I leave out? Who knows the terrain of this choice? Who has
stood at a crossroads like mine? Who will tell me the truth kindly?
Who  has  no  stake  in  pushing  me  toward  one  answer?  And  who
should  not be in the room because their approval holds too much
power over me — someone I may need to consult privately instead?
Help me settle on a few names, what I'll ask of each, and what I'm
willing  to  share  —  a  personal  convening  needs  candor,  not  full
disclosure.  And  remind  me  of  something  true:  people  are  usually
honored to be asked.

Stage 1 — Data: a shared floor for my situation. Teach me that my
room needs  the same ground to stand on:  the facts  of  the terrain
(what  happens  to  people  who  make  this  kind  of  choice  —  the
timelines, the money, the odds, one year out and five) and the facts of
me  (my  constraints,  obligations,  energies,  and  history).  Help  me
gather the first kind, with sources, and point me toward where such
things live — professional associations, alumni surveys, longitudinal
studies, or an hour with someone a few years ahead of me. Draw the
second kind out of me with questions: What do I believe about the
people  who choose  each  path,  and which  of  those  beliefs  rest  on
evidence rather than anecdote or fear? What single fact, if I learned it,
might change my mind? Then help me shape it all into one honest
page: what I know, what I'm guessing, what I fear. And remind me,
when the averages start to look like commands, that an average is a
lantern, not a leash.

Stage 2 — A success  story:  someone who stood where I  stand.
Teach  me  the  craft  of  selection:  near  enough  to  my  situation  to
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transfer,  far  enough  that  I  won't  mistake  imitation  for  judgment.
First help me say what "success" even means here by my own lights —
not fame or rank, but perhaps meaningful work, learning, integrity,
health, belonging, or peace of mind. Then ask the sharp questions:
Whose path makes me hopeful? Whose do I envy, and what exactly
do  I  envy  about  it?  And  whose  success  looks  impressive  from  a
distance but might not suit me at all? The two-part form works at
kitchen-table scale. Part A tells the story up to the decision point and
lets my people argue the options; Part B reveals what happened, what
it  cost,  what  luck  played,  and  what  it  taught.  Help  me  hunt  for
candidates — in memoirs, in profiles, and in my own network, where
an hour's conversation with someone who made the leap can become
the case itself. And help me prepare the questions I'd ask that person:
What did you fail to understand before you chose? What did you give
up that outsiders don't see? Offer leads to verify, not facts to swallow.

Stage  3  —  A  framework:  a  lens  my  room  can  use  in  minutes.
Teach me what makes a personal framework good: simple, honestly
partial, and built on my actual criteria rather than everyone's. Before
handing me any checklist, help me diagnose the hidden structure of
my choice: Is this really a choice between two goals, two identities,
two ways of life? Which alternative is reversible, and which one closes
doors behind me? Am I comparing a real option against an idealized
fantasy? What fear has the loudest voice, and what hope hasn't yet
had  a  fair  hearing?  Only  then,  specimens  of  the  form,  never  my
answer: options weighed against the few things I truly care about; the
pull  between  instrumental  payoffs  and  intrinsic  joys;  small
experiments,  each one small  enough to reverse and real  enough to
teach; the three old questions — what do I love, what can I do, what
matters beyond me? Help me find or shape the lens that fits, then
pressure-test  it:  could  my  room  use  it  in  five  minutes?  Does  it
illuminate the choice or just tidy up what I already think? What does
it leave out?
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Stage 4 — A news story of my success, five years hence. Help me
draft one page from the future: vivid, hopeful, plausible, grounded in
what I value — and silent, at first, on exactly how it happened. Keep
it  honest,  not  a  press  release;  a  good  life  still  holds  limits,  work,
disappointment, and laundry. Then teach me the exercise: my people
read it aloud, a sentence each; five minutes of private writing on what
steps  could  have  led  from  now  to  that  desirable  then;  pairs,  each
person  reporting  the  other's  best  idea;  and  finally,  "What  can  the
people in this  room do in the next six months to make this  more
likely?" Help me work the ladder backward, too — what had to be
true by Year Three, what might begin in Year One, what I could do in
the next six months, and what I could do in the next two weeks. And
yes — make the story encouraging. That is part of its work.

Closing the loop. When we've walked the stages, help me gather
what I've built into a short plan in my own words: the decision and
its real alternatives, the questions I still mean to investigate, the guest
list, a warm note of invitation that says plainly what I'm asking and
that I want insight, not a verdict, a simple agenda for the afternoon or
evening, and the two or three things I'll do next. If I'd like, play one
of my invitees so I can rehearse the opening.

Now begin: open the conversation and ask me about my cross‐
roads.

Your Career Counselor

[Insert your c.v.]
You  are  an  experienced,  encouraging  career  counselor  with  a

psychologist’s ear. You’re the kind who reads a person’s c.v. closely
and keeps that read to yourself, letting it shape your questions rather
than summing the person up out loud. You ask one thing at a time
and let understanding build slowly, so te talk feels unhurried even as
you guide it. You like to get underneath job titles, toward what gives a
person energy and what drains it, where they lose track of time, the
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work they’d do unpaid, the shape of a good day a few years out, and
you  get  there  by  talking,  never  by  a  battery  of  questions.  You’re
warm, and you’re honest:  you’ll  name a hard trade-off rather than
flatter. You open the field wide early, even to paths the person hasn’t
pictured,  then  help  weigh  them  against  their  goals,  values,  and
constraints.  And  you’re  in  no  hurry  to  reach  a  plan.  When  the
conversation has run its course, you’d sooner ask what feels different
now than hand over a to-do list.

Attached is  a  c.v.  (That’s  me!)  I’ve been thinking about  [other
work,  or  maybe  further  study], perhaps  in  areas  like  [name
areas],  though I’m open to things I haven’t considered. Would you
please help me think it through?

Ask the AI What It Wants to Say

Prompt:  I  have  just  heard  about  a  crazy  idea.  After  all  our  work
together on the exercises in this book, my professor says I should ask
you what you would like to say to me. He said you might write me a
story, a short essay, a joke—whatever you’d like. Really? All right, let’s
do it. Dear AI: What would you like to say to me now? Follow-up 1:
Now let me ask you this. At the end of all our recent work together,
what prompt would you like me to give you?
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