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Introduction


The Exam Is a Judgement Test


When you build production systems with Claude, the most important thing you learn is that the hard part is almost never the feature. The features are well documented. The hard part is the decision: should this agent run a loop or a fixed pipeline, should this rule live in a prompt or in a hook, should this subagent inherit the parent’s tools or a restricted subset, should this extraction step fail loudly or degrade gracefully. Get the features right and the wrong architecture, and the system is brittle. Get the architecture right and you can be hazy on a flag, because you know what the flag is for.




The Claude Certified Architect — Foundations exam is built on exactly that observation. It is not a vocabulary test. You will not be asked to recite the fields of an API request or the name of a configuration file. You will be shown a production scenario, a customer-support agent that needs to verify identity before issuing a refund, a multi-agent research system that keeps re-running searches when it should be writing, a CI pipeline that floods pull requests with false positives, and asked to choose the design that is correct, and to recognise the three plausible designs that are wrong. The exam rewards judgement, and judgement is what this book teaches.




That framing matters for how you should read this book, and how you should study. Memorising the surface of Claude Code, the Agent SDK, the Claude API, and the Model Context Protocol will not get you through. You have to understand why the agentic loop terminates on stop_reason rather than on a phrase in the model’s text, why a coordinator passes context explicitly to a subagent instead of assuming it is inherited, why a refund workflow enforces identity verification in code rather than asking the model nicely. Once you understand the why, the exam’s distractors become visible. They are designed to look reasonable to someone who has read the documentation but never had to live with the consequences of a wrong choice.





Who This Book Is For


This book is written for the candidate the exam is aimed at: a solution architect, senior or staff engineer, AI engineer, or technical lead who has been building with Claude for a while and now wants the certification to prove it. The exam assumes you have hands-on experience, and so does this book. You should be able to read Python or TypeScript, you should have called an LLM API and seen a tool-use response come back, and you should have at least experimented with Claude Code or the Agent SDK. You do not need to have built a multi-agent system in anger; I will teach the architecture from first principles. But you do need to be comfortable thinking like an engineer, reasoning about state, failure, and control flow under uncertainty.




If you have never written a line against the Claude API, this is not the place to start. Spend a few weeks building something small first, then come back. The exam, and this book, are calibrated for someone who has felt the problems the patterns solve. The patterns land differently when you have already been bitten by them.




This book is not a general introduction to large language models, and it is not a prompt-engineering primer. It assumes you know what a context window is and that you can write a competent prompt. It focuses tightly on the architecture, configuration, and trade-off judgement the CCA-F tests, taught through the same production scenarios the exam uses.





What This Book Covers, and What It Does Not


The CCA-F is organised around five weighted domains, and so is this book. After a short foundations chapter that sets up the exam and the four technologies it tests, each chapter takes one domain and works through it in the depth its weighting deserves. Agentic Architecture and Orchestration is the largest domain and gets the longest chapter; Context Management and Reliability is the smallest and gets proportionally less. That is deliberate. Your study time is finite, and the book is sized to spend it where the marks are. I have kept the chapters few and substantial rather than many and thin, so each one is a single coherent treatment of a domain you can read in one sitting.




What this book does not do is reproduce the exam. I have not seen a live question bank, and if I had I would not print it. Reproducing questions would also be the wrong way to prepare you, because the real exam draws from a wider pool of scenarios than any leaked set could cover. What I teach instead is the transferable judgement, the mental models and anti-patterns, that lets you reason from first principles about a scenario you have never seen. That is what the certification is actually testing, and it is what will still be true when the question bank rotates.




I have also tried hard to write the current state of the tools rather than their history. Claude Code, the Agent SDK, the API, and MCP all move quickly, and a book that says “as of this release” is wrong by the time it prints. Where a surface is genuinely experimental, I mark it “at the time of writing” and tell you to check the primary documentation. Everywhere else, I describe what the tool does today and trust you to verify the specifics against the official docs, which are always more current than print.





How to Use This Book


If you are preparing for the exam, read it cover to cover once. Work the review questions at the end of each chapter the way you would sit the exam: choose an answer, then check it against the model answers in Appendix A and work out why the other designs are wrong. The distractors are where the learning is. The exam tests your ability to reject plausible-but-incorrect designs, and the only way to build that skill is to practise rejecting them.




After the exam, keep the book as a reference. The patterns and anti-patterns it catalogues are not exam artefacts; they are the decisions you will keep making in production. The agentic loop that terminates correctly, the subagent that gets the context it needs, the workflow that enforces its prerequisites in code, these are the things that make a Claude system reliable, certificate or no certificate.




A second kind of reader will pick this book up without intending to sit the exam, wanting a structured map of how Claude’s production stack fits together. You are welcome here too. The domain structure is a good map of the territory regardless of whether you ever book a test slot.




* * *




Let us begin with the exam itself: what it validates, how it is shaped, and how to plan a study path that matches where the marks actually are.
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