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What This Guide Is and Who It Is For

The Career Moment This Guide Addresses

You write code today. You are good at it. You can ship features, debug

gnarly state bugs, and navigate a codebase without a map. The problem is

not skill — it is throughput. There are only so many hours in a day, and the

ratio of interesting architectural decisions to tedious boilerplate is, frankly,

depressing.
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Claude Code and tools like it have crossed a threshold. They are not

autocomplete on steroids. They are autonomous agents that can read your

codebase, plan a multi-file refactor, execute it, run your test suite, fix the

failures, and commit — while you think about the next problem. The

bottleneck has shifted from can the machine do this? to can you tell it what to

do precisely enough?

That gap — between knowing how to code and knowing how to orchestrate

agents — is what this guide closes.

Who Should Read This

Mid-level developers who are self-sufficient but feel the ceiling of solo

throughput

Tech leads who write the hard parts themselves and want to delegate the

scaffolding

Solo founders who are the entire engineering team and need leverage

Senior engineers who have heard "vibe coding" and want something more

rigorous

This is not a Claude Code installation tutorial. It assumes you have run 

claude  in a terminal at least once and found it impressive but chaotic. The

chaos is the gap this guide addresses.

What Part 1 Covers

This is Part 1 of 2. Part 1 establishes the mental models, the core frameworks,

and the foundational habits. Specifically:

The agentic engineering mental model — what actually changes

How to decompose tasks so agents succeed

CLAUDE.md as a constraint contract

• 

• 

• 

• 

1. 

2. 

3. 
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Trust calibration — when to supervise, when to let go

Non-interactive mode and CI integration

A 30-day transition plan with daily habits

Part 2 covers advanced orchestration patterns: multi-agent pipelines, custom

tool definitions, long-horizon project management, measuring agent ROI, and

building team-level agentic workflows.

What This Guide Is Not

A CLAUDE.md template dump (there are plenty of those)

A comparison of AI coding tools

A promise that AI writes all your code now

The honest version: after this transition, you will still write code. You will

write less of it, and the code you do write will be the interesting parts. The rest

you will specify.

The shift is from implementation to specification. That sounds like a

demotion. It is actually the leverage point that separates 1x engineers

from 10x ones going forward.

WHAT THIS GUIDE IS AND WHO IT IS FOR

4. 

5. 

6. 
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• 
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The Agentic Engineering Mental
Model: Intent Over Implementation

The Fundamental Reframe

Every developer internalizes a mental model when they learn to code: you

are the executor. You take a problem, decompose it in your head, and

translate it into syntax the machine understands. This model is so deeply

embedded that most experienced developers do not even notice it operating.

Agentic engineering requires a different model: you are the architect and the
agent is the builder. Your job is to produce specifications precise enough that

the builder cannot misinterpret them, then to inspect the output and correct

course.
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NeuraGrowth ·
neuragrowth.co

6



This is not a trivial mental switch. The impulse to "just fix it myself" is

powerful, especially when you can see exactly what the agent got wrong.

Resisting that impulse — and instead asking why did my specification produce

this output? — is the core skill.

The Three Layers of Agentic Work

Layer 1: Intent
What outcome do you want? Not the implementation — the observable result.

"Users should be able to reset their password via email" is intent. "Create a

POST /auth/reset-password endpoint" is already drifting toward

implementation.

Layer 2: Constraints
What must be true of the solution regardless of how it is implemented? These

are your non-negotiables: existing patterns in the codebase, security

requirements, performance budgets, API contracts with other teams.

Layer 3: Verification
How will you know the agent succeeded? A passing test suite is the minimum

bar. A specific integration test you wrote before handing off the task is better. A

manual smoke test of the happy path is the final check.

Most developers who struggle with agents skip Layer 3. They hand off a task,

get back code, scan it visually, and ship it. This is how hallucinated logic ends

up in production.
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Writing Intent vs. Writing Implementation

What you used
to write

What you write now

// add
pagination to
this query

The /api/items endpoint currently returns all
rows. Add cursor-based pagination. Cursor is an
encoded item ID. Default page size 20, max 100.
Existing API consumers pass no cursor param —
they must continue to receive all items until
they opt in via the cursor param.

fix the auth
bug

Authenticated users are being logged out when
they refresh the page. The issue is in the
session persistence layer. Do not change the
auth flow — only the persistence. After your
fix, refreshing the page on /dashboard should
keep the user logged in. Reproduce the bug first
by running the test in auth.test.ts line 47
before fixing it.

refactor this
to use the
repository
pattern

Refactor the UserService class to depend on a
UserRepository interface rather than calling
Prisma directly. Do not change any method
signatures on UserService. Add a
PrismaUserRepository implementation. Do not
touch the test files — they should pass without
modification after the refactor.

The right column is longer. It takes more time to write. It saves more time in

review cycles, re-runs, and debugging hallucinated logic.

The Specification Habit

The single most valuable habit you can build in the first week:
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Before touching the keyboard to write code, write a plain-English
description of what the code needs to do, what it must not do, and how you
will verify it worked.

This is useful even if you end up writing the code yourself. When you give it to

an agent, it becomes the task prompt. When you review the agent's output, it

becomes the acceptance criterion. When something breaks in production, it

becomes the incident postmortem input.

Develop this habit first. Everything else in this guide builds on it.

THE AGENTIC ENGINEERING MENTAL MODEL: INTENT OVER IMPLEMENTATION
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Task Decomposition: Breaking
Features Into Agent-Sized Chunks

Why Agents Fail on Large Tasks

The most common failure mode when developers start using Claude Code:

hand it a large, loosely-specified task, watch it produce something that

looks right but is subtly wrong in three places, spend two hours debugging,

conclude the tool is not ready.

The tool is often fine. The task size is the problem.

Agents fail on large tasks for two reasons:

Context drift: Long tasks accumulate intermediate decisions. Each

decision narrows the solution space but may not be the decision you would

03
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have made. By the end, you are reviewing code that reflects a chain of

reasonable-but-not-quite-right choices.

Verification collapse: You cannot write a single test that confirms a 500-

line feature was implemented correctly. So you eyeball it. You miss things.

The Agent-Sized Chunk Definition

An agent-sized chunk is a task that satisfies all of these:

Single observable outcome: you can write one sentence describing what

success looks like

Bounded file scope: touches fewer than 10 files, ideally fewer than 5

Verifiable in under 60 seconds: a test, a curl command, or a visual check

No decisions that require product judgment: architectural choices are

made by you before the task starts

If your task description contains the word "and" more than twice, it probably

needs splitting.

The Decomposition Process

Step 1: Write the Feature as a User Story
Start at the top. What does the user do? What do they see? Example:

A user can invite a teammate by email. The teammate receives an email

with a one-time link. Clicking the link creates their account and logs

them in.

2. 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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Step 2: List the System Contracts
What does this feature require of the system? Be exhaustive: - A new database

table (invitations) - An email sending service call - A new API endpoint to

create the invitation - A new API endpoint to accept the invitation - A JWT or

token for the one-time link - Account creation logic (may already exist — reuse

it) - Login-on-accept logic

Step 3: Sequence the Chunks
Order the chunks so each one is independently testable:

1. Database migration: invitations table (id, email, token, 
expires_at, used_at)
2. InvitationRepository: create, findByToken, markUsed
3. POST /invitations endpoint — creates invitation, returns 
token
4. Email service call — plugs into existing 
EmailService.send()
5. GET /invitations/:token/accept — validates token, creates 
account, returns JWT
6. Integration test: full invite → accept flow

Step 4: Write Acceptance Criteria Per Chunk
For each chunk, one sentence: - Chunk 1: Migration runs without error, table

exists with correct schema - Chunk 2: Unit tests for all three repository

methods pass - Chunk 3: curl -X POST /invitations -d

'{"email":"test@x.com"}'  returns 201 with a token - And so on.

The Dependency Rule

Never give an agent a chunk that depends on another chunk that has not been

verified yet. This seems obvious. It is violated constantly.
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If chunk 3 depends on the InvitationRepository from chunk 2, and chunk 2 has

a bug you have not caught yet, then chunk 3 will be built on a broken

foundation. You will spend time debugging chunk 3 when the actual problem is

in chunk 2.

Sequential verification is not bureaucracy. It is the thing that makes
agentic work faster than traditional development, not slower.

Chunk Size Reference

Task type Good chunk size Bad chunk size

Database work One migration per chunk "Set up the entire data model"

API endpoints One endpoint per chunk "Build the auth API"

Refactoring One class/module per chunk "Refactor the service layer"

Tests One test file per chunk "Add tests"

UI components One component + its types "Build the settings page"

TASK DECOMPOSITION: BREAKING FEATURES INTO AGENT-SIZED CHUNKS
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CLAUDE.md as a Contract: Hard
Constraints vs. Soft Guidance

What CLAUDE.md Actually Is

CLAUDE.md is a file you place at the root of your project (or in 

~/.claude/  for global settings). Claude Code reads it at the start of every

session and treats its contents as persistent context. It is not a config file in

the traditional sense — it is a natural language document that shapes how

the agent reasons about your codebase.

Most developers use it as a dump of preferences: code style notes, a description

of the stack, some linting rules. That is better than nothing. It is not the full

leverage.
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The full leverage comes from understanding that CLAUDE.md has two distinct

functions: hard constraints and soft guidance. Conflating them produces an

agent that sometimes ignores important rules and sometimes over-applies

trivial ones.

Hard Constraints

A hard constraint is a rule that must never be violated regardless of context. If

the agent breaks it, the output is wrong even if it looks correct.

Characteristics of hard constraints: - Security-critical (never expose

credentials, never disable auth checks) - Architectural invariants (all database

access through the repository layer, never direct Prisma calls in controllers) -

API contract obligations (never change the shape of a public API response

without a migration path) - Dependency rules (never add a new npm package

without explicit approval)

NeuraGrowth ·
neuragrowth.co

15



How to write them in CLAUDE.md:

## HARD CONSTRAINTS — Never Violate

- NEVER write raw SQL queries. Use the repository layer 
exclusively.
- NEVER add new dependencies to package.json. If a task 
requires a
  new library, stop and ask.
- NEVER change the response shape of any endpoint under /api/
v1/.
  These are consumed by the mobile app and changes require a
  versioning migration.
- NEVER store secrets in code. Use process.env and validate 
at startup.
- NEVER disable TypeScript strict mode or add @ts-ignore 
without
  a comment explaining why and a linked ticket.

The word NEVER is load-bearing. Soft language like "try to avoid" or "prefer

not to" will be treated as soft guidance.

Soft Guidance

Soft guidance is preference and convention. The agent should follow it when it

fits naturally, but a reasonable deviation for a good reason is acceptable.

Characteristics of soft guidance: - Code style preferences - Naming

conventions - Preferred libraries within a category (use date-fns  over 

moment  — but if a module already uses moment , do not refactor it mid-task) -

Comment density preferences - Test structure patterns
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How to write them in CLAUDE.md:

## Conventions and Preferences

- Prefer named exports over default exports.
- Service classes use constructor injection. Do not use a DI 
container.
- Test files live next to the files they test (not in a 
__tests__ dir).
- Use `date-fns` for date manipulation. Do not introduce 
`moment`.
- Async functions use async/await, not .then() chains.
- Error messages should be user-facing in sentence case, not 
SCREAMING_SNAKE.
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The Structure That Works

A well-structured CLAUDE.md has five sections:

# Project: [Name]

## Stack Overview
[2-3 sentences. What it is, what it runs on, key 
dependencies.]

## Architecture
[How the code is organized. Entry points. Key patterns.]

## HARD CONSTRAINTS — Never Violate
[Numbered list. Use NEVER/ALWAYS language. Keep it short — 
under 10 items.]

## Conventions and Preferences
[Bullet list. Descriptive but not prescriptive.]

## Current Context
[What sprint/milestone is active. What is in progress. What 
is known broken.]

The Current Context section is one most developers omit. It is extremely

useful. Update it weekly. The agent uses it to make better judgment calls when

it encounters ambiguity.
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Testing Your CLAUDE.md

After writing or updating CLAUDE.md, run this test: give the agent a small

task that would require it to violate a hard constraint if done naively. If it

avoids the violation and explains why, your CLAUDE.md is working. If it

violates the constraint anyway, your language is too soft — rewrite with

NEVER/ALWAYS and be more specific about what constitutes a violation.

CLAUDE.MD AS A CONTRACT: HARD CONSTRAINTS VS. SOFT GUIDANCE
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Reading the Agent's Output: A
Developer's Code Review Protocol

Why Review Feels Different Now

When you wrote the code yourself, code review was a sanity check. You

knew the implementation intent. You were looking for bugs you missed, not

for intent drift.

When an agent wrote the code, review is verification against specification. You

are asking: does this code do what I specified, in a way I am willing to own?

That is a different cognitive task.
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