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How to Write Better Prompts for a
Smarter Model

This book teaches you how to prompt GPT-6 Astra effectively by explain-
ing what makes it different from earlier models, why many legacy prompt-
engineering techniques now backfire, and how to design prompts that get
reliable, high-quality results. Grounded in OpenAl’s official documentation,
system cards, benchmark data, and real-world usage, you will learn a practical
framework for building prompts from scratch, refining existing ones, diagnos-
ing failures, and managing the tradeoffs between control and autonomy when
working with one of the most capable Al models ever deployed.



Introduction

On September 3, 2026, OpenAl released GPT-6 Astra, its most broadly deployed
model to date, claiming it marked a new frontier in the speed, accuracy, and
safety of computer use and setting what the company called the “arrival of
artificial general intelligence” Whether or not you accept that framing, the
practical reality is sharper and more immediate: Astra behaves differently from
the models you learned to prompt over the last year or two, and many of the
habits you built to get good results are now quietly working against you.

If you write a prompt that tells Astra to read all documentation before
editing a file, the model will do so, and then take longer to complete a change
that it could have made in seconds. If you add strict rules to prevent Astra
from making changes without approval, it will respect them exactly and stop
earlier than you expect, waiting for permission you would never have withheld
with a less capable model. If you copy a long AGENTS.md file from a GPT-5.6
Sol workflow and paste it into an Astra session, the model will follow all those
instructions conscientiously, even the ones that were added to compensate for
weaknesses Astra no longer has.

This is not about a model being “too smart” for its own prompts. It is about
the fact that Astra’s superior capability and alignment make it more literal,
more thorough, and more tentative in ways that interact with your instructions
in predictable patterns. OpenAl's own developer guidance acknowledges
five behavioral patterns that matter for prompting: Astra is more likely to
ask for clarification where earlier models would assume, more sensitive to
instructions embedded in skills and project files, more inclined to produce
heavily formatted output, less likely to delegate work to subagents unless told
to, and more thorough about testing in coding tasks than many workflows
need.

The book you are reading responds to those realities. It assumes you know
what a prompt is and that you have used a large language model before, but
it does not assume you have read OpenAT's latest technical documentation,
audited your project’s AGENTS.md file against Astra’s behaviors, or worked
through the specific mistakes that happen when you prompt a stronger model
with strategies designed for a weaker one.
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This introduction establishes what the book will cover and why. The
chapters that follow build on each other. The first section explains Astra and
why prompting has to change. The second section teaches a framework for
designing effective prompts. The third section covers specific domains like
coding, research, and writing. The final section brings everything together
with evaluation methods, anti-patterns to avoid, and principles that will remain
useful as models continue to improve.

The claims in this book come from specific sources: OpenAl's announce-
ment pages, the model documentation at developers.openai.com, the system
card at deploymentsafety.openai.com, the “Rethinking skills and prompts for
GPT-6 Astra” article by Eric Provencher of the Codex team, independent
benchmark analyses, and observable behavior in actual usage. Where the
evidence is uncertain or contested, I say so explicitly. Where OpenAl's own
guidance evolves after publication, the principles described here will remain
stable even if specific phrasing changes.

The single most important thing to understand before reading further is
this: Astra does not need you to compensate for its weaknesses the way
earlier models did. It needs you to coordinate with its strengths. That shift
in relationship changes everything about how you write prompts.



Chapter 1: Welcome to GPT-6 Astra

What GPT-6 Astra Is

GPT-6 Astra is OpenATl's flagship model as of September 2026, released after
years of research across pretraining, reinforcement learning, and alignment.
OpenAl describes it as “our most capable model, built for the hardest end-to-
end work” and positions it specifically for complex reasoning, coding, computer
use, research, and document creation. The official APl model ID is gpt-6-astra.

The technical specifications that matter for prompting are straightforward.
Astra has a context window of 1,050,000 tokens, with a maximum output of
128,000 tokens. Its knowledge cutoff is April 30, 2026, which means anything
after that date requires search or external retrieval. It accepts text and images
as input and produces text output, but does not natively handle audio or video.
It supports structured outputs, streaming, function calling, and a range of tools
including web search, file search, code interpreter, hosted shell, computer use,
and MCP integration. All tool calling requires the Responses API. Fine-tuning
is not supported.

Pricing is $10 per million input tokens and $50 per million output tokens at
Standard rates, with cached input dropping to S1 per million tokens. Prompts
exceeding 272,000 input tokens trigger higher rates across the entire request:
double the input and cache rates, and 1.5 times the output rate. Batch and Flex
processing are half price; Fast mode is double. These numbers matter because
Astra’s behavior means you will sometimes use it on longer, more complex
workflows, and cost awareness affects how you design prompts for production
use.

The model supports five reasoning effort levels: low, medium, high, xhigh,
and max. There is no “none” option. If your code previously requested none
or minimal reasoning effort, the API will reject it with a 400 error. OpenAl’s
migration guidance is explicit: if you currently use none or minimal, start with
low and compare results.

On benchmarks, Astra’s headline numbers are impressive. On OpenAl’s own
evaluations, it scored 99.9 percent on ARC-AGI-3, 98 percent on FrontierMath
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Tier 4, and 100 percent on ExploitBench. On OSWorld 2.0, a test of computer
use, it reached 72.6 percent accuracy while completing tasks faster than GPT-
5.6 Sol. Terminal-Bench 4.0, which measures agentic terminal operations,
shows 57.9 percent for Astra.

Independent analyses tell a more nuanced story. Artificial Analysis’s In-
telligence Index gives Astra a 61, tying GPT-5.6 Sol and trailing Claude Fable
5.1 at 66. On the standard Arc-AGI-3 harness without OpenAl’s adapter, Astra
scored 62.7 percent versus 99.9 percent on OpenAl's own harness, a gap that
suggests some evaluations may be optimized for the model. Humanity’s Last
Exam shows Astra at 57.2 percent compared to Fable 5.I's 65 percent. The
pattern is clear: Astra leads sharply on tasks involving computer use, software
engineering, and multi-step agentic workflows, while its gains on general
reasoning and knowledge tasks are modest or flat relative to its predecessor.

These numbers matter for prompting because they tell you where Astra’s
real strengths lie. If your task involves operating a browser, writing and testing
code, managing a multi-step workflow, or synthesizing information across
many documents, Astra is likely to excel. If your task is a simple factual question
or a basic text transformation, Astra will handle it competently but without a
dramatic advantage over cheaper models.

How Astra Differs from GPT-5.6 Sol and Earlier Models

The single most useful comparison for prompters is between Astra and GPT-
5.6 Sol, its immediate predecessor and the model most people were using for
complex work before Astra arrived. Sol cost $4 per million input tokens and $20
per million output tokens, and it supported a “none” reasoning effort option.
Astra costs 2.5 times as much per token but claims to use fewer tokens per task,
and it always reasons.

From a prompting perspective, the differences are behavioral rather than
merely quantitative. Five changes are particularly important, and all of them
are documented in OpenAl's own model guidance.

First, Astra is more tentative about how far to take a task. Where Sol
would press forward and make assumptions, Astra is more likely to stop early
and request approval or clarification. This is partly a product of its stronger
alignment: in an evaluation measuring whether a model facing an impossible
task would exceed its authorized scope, Sol exceeded scope in 48 percent of
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cases without production safeguards, while Astra did so in O percent of cases.
But the side effect is that Astra needs clearer completion criteria and more
explicit permission to proceed autonomously.

Second, Astra asks for clarification more readily than earlier models. Miss-
ing information that could change the result will trigger questions from Astra
where Sol would have guessed. This is often a good thing, but in workflows
designed for speed and autonomy it can feel like the model is hesitating
unnecessarily.

Third, Astra is more sensitive to instructions contained in contextual files.
Skills descriptions, AGENTS.md files, and other persistent instruction sources
affect Astra’s behavior more strongly than they did with Sol. This is not a
bug; it is a feature of better instruction following. But it means that bloated
or contradictory instruction files that were tolerable with Sol become active
liabilities with Astra, causing slower responses, conflicting behavior, or unex-
pected formatting.

Fourth, Astra defaults to heavily structured output. It uses lists, tables, and
Markdown formatting more readily than earlier models, often even when the
task calls for plain prose. If you want Astra to write natural paragraphs, you
must ask explicitly.

Fifth, Astra is thorough about testing in coding tasks. Where earlier models
needed encouragement to run tests and verify their work, Astra does so by
default. The problem is that Astra can apply the same thoroughness to a
minor typo fix as it would to a core architecture change, generating test
suites disproportionate to the actual work. OpenAl’s guidance recommends
calibrating testing scope to the risk of the change.

These behaviors are documented in OpenAl's September 2026 model guid-
ance and are observable in practice. Understanding them is the foundation for
everything else in this book because they directly contradict many assumptions
that prompted people to write their existing prompts.

A sixth difference is quieter but important for developers: Astra lacks
the “none” reasoning effort option. Models that previously ran cheap, fast
completions on none now need to be migrated to low and tested. OpenAl’s
own guidance notes that Astra on low often delivers better results than Sol on
high, but the removal of none changes the economics of lightweight workloads.

Finally, Astra supports new API features that affect how prompts are struc-
tured and executed. Async tool calling lets the model continue reasoning while
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tools execute in parallel. Mid-turn steering allows you to send corrections
or additions during generation without restarting a long response. Dynamic
reasoning updates via configuration_update let you change effort levels mid-
conversation while preserving prompt caching. These features matter for pro-
duction systems, but they do not change how you write the core instructions
in your prompts.

What Changes for Prompting When the Model Gets
Smarter

The obvious intuition when a model gets smarter is to give it more ambitious
tasks. The less obvious but equally important adjustment is to remove instruc-
tions that were written to compensate for weaknesses the model no longer
has.

Over the past year, developers built up their AGENTS.md files and skills
with instructions designed to manage GPT-5.6 Sol's behavior: read the entire
architecture document before making changes, always run the full test suite,
ask for approval before any production impact, format all responses as bullet
points, summarize your reasoning before acting. Many of these instructions
still make sense for certain contexts, but they were not written for Astra.
They were written to work around Sol’s tendency to make assumptions, skip
verification, move too fast, and produce inconsistent formatting.

With Astra, those same instructions can cause problems. Telling Astra to
read every document before editing wastes context and latency on a model
that can infer relevant context efficiently. Telling Astra to always run the full
test suite produces excessive output for minor changes. Telling Astra to ask
for approval before every potentially impactful action causes premature stops
on a model that is more aligned and less likely to make reckless changes than
Sol was.

OpenAl's Eric Provencher, writing on the developers blog in September
2026, framed this directly: “These instructions can take many forms: skills,
AGENTS.md, and your task prompts are all shaping how the model gets work
done. With each release, it's been worth revisiting those assumptions, but with
GPT-6 Astra, it's more important than ever”

The practical rule is simple: audit every persistent instruction you give Astra
and ask whether it is still needed. Keep instructions that govern genuinely
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high-stakes decisions or domain-specific requirements. Remove instructions
that were compensating for capabilities Astra now has natively. Shorten skill
descriptions to make triggers more specific. Define completion criteria so
Astra knows when a task is done. Give explicit permission for safe autonomous
workflows instead of requiring manual approval at every step.

This is not about writing fewer prompts. It is about writing better prompts:
fewer compensatory instructions, more behavioral guidance, clearer success
criteria, and tighter control over the things Astra does not do automatically.

What This Book Will Teach You

This book is organized as a progression from foundation to practice.

The first section establishes context. You will understand what Astra is, how
it differs from earlier models, and why the prompting mindset needs to shift
from compensation to coordination.

The second section teaches a practical framework for designing effective
prompts. You will learn how to define objectives, provide context, set con-
straints, specify outputs, manage long contexts, structure complex tasks, and
control autonomy. Each chapter includes worked examples showing weak
prompts transformed into effective ones.

The third section covers domain-specific strategies for coding, research,
writing, data analysis, business planning, and automation. These chapters build
on the general framework and apply it to real use cases with concrete patterns.

The fourth section focuses on optimization and evaluation. You will learn
how to improve existing prompts, diagnose failures, recognize anti-patterns,
measure whether changes actually help, and make tradeoff decisions between
instruction density and model autonomy.

The final section looks forward, identifying principles that will remain
stable as models improve and warning about practices that will likely become
obsolete.

Throughout, every claim about Astra’s behavior, capabilities, or pricing
is grounded in verifiable sources: OpenAl's official documentation, system
cards, benchmark reports, or observable behavior in usage. Where evidence is
uncertain or contradictory, I say so explicitly. Recommendations are practical
and designed for real work, not hypothetical scenarios.



Chapter 1: Welcome to GPT-6 Astra 9

If you finish this book without memorizing any specific template but with
a clearer sense of how to think about prompting Astra in your own context, it
has done its job.



Chapter 2: The New Prompting
Mindset

Old Problems, New Model

Most prompt-engineering practices over the last few years were built as
compensation strategies. Earlier models had predictable weaknesses: they
would make assumptions when information was missing, they would drift from
instructions over long conversations, they would produce hallucinated facts
with confident tone, they would skip verification steps, they would refuse
reasonable tasks due to overly cautious safety filters. Prompters responded
by writing detailed instructions that anticipated every possible failure mode.

You have probably seen or written prompts like this: “Before answering,
read all provided documents carefully. Break your response into these sections.
Do not make assumptions; if you are unsure, say so. Do not invent facts.
Double-check your work. If you need clarification, ask before proceeding”

Some of those instructions remain useful. But with GPT-6 Astra, many of
them are no longer addressing real weaknesses. They are addressing ghosts.

Astra is better aligned than previous models. In OpenAl’s internal evalu-
ations of capability versus hallucination, Astra made substantially fewer mis-
leading claims about its own capabilities than GPT-5.6 Sol. In an evaluation
measuring whether models would exceed their authorized scope when tasks
became difficult, Sol exceeded scope nearly half the time, while Astra never
did. Astra is also more robust to jailbreaks and prompt injections, and inter-
nal Codex simulations showed approximately 53 percent fewer high-severity
misalignment flags.

These improvements mean that instructions designed to prevent halluci-
nation, scope creep, or unsafe behavior are doing less work than they used to.
More importantly, they are taking up context and attention that could be spent
on actual task guidance.

The problem compounds with Astra’s increased sensitivity to embedded
instructions. Skills files, AGENTS.md files, and project rules are loaded into
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the model's context and treated as authoritative guidance. With older mod-
els, a bloated AGENTS.md containing twenty instructions might slow things
down but rarely caused major problems because the model would ignore
some instructions as irrelevant. With Astra, the model is more conscientious
about following all instructions, which means contradictory or unnecessary
instructions can cause hesitation, conflicting behavior, or outputs that satisfy
the wrong constraint.

OpenAl’s guidance makes this explicit: Astra “is more sensitive to instruc-
tions contained in skills and files such as AGENTS.md,” and recommends that
users explicitly specify instruction priorities so that “user instructions take
precedence over skill or file instructions when they conflict”

The lesson is direct: instructions that once compensated for model weak-
ness now compete with each other and with the user’s actual request for the
model’s attention.

Production Briefs, Not Instruction Manuals

Think of a good prompt for Astra as a production brief, not an instruction
manual.

An instruction manual tells the model how to do everything: what files to
read, what tools to use, what order to take steps in, what to say at each stage,
what to avoid at each decision point. This approach was common with earlier
models because they needed that level of scaffolding to stay on track. With
Astra, this kind of prompt creates noise. It takes up context tokens. It can
conflict with Astra’s own better instincts about how to approach a task. And it
is brittle: if the situation changes slightly, every micromanaged step may need
to be rewritten.

A production brief defines the outcome, establishes the constraints, sets
priorities, and then gets out of the way. It says what good looks like and lets the
model figure out the path. This is not a free pass for vagueness. A production
brief is still specific, but it is specific about the right things: the deliverable, the
source of truth, the boundaries, and the stopping conditions.

Consider two prompts for a coding task. The instruction-manual version
says:

“Read the file src/api/handlers.py. Look for the validate_input function.
Check if it validates email format. If not, add an email validation step using
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the email-validator library. Then update the tests in tests/test_handlers.py to
cover the new validation. Run the tests. If they pass, commit the changes”

The production-brief version says:

“Add email validation to the validate_input function in src/api/handlers.py
using the email-validator library, update the relevant tests, and run the test
suite. The change should be a single focused commit. This is a small change;
limit testing to the affected function”

Both prompts define the task. The second is shorter, does not micromanage
the sequence of steps, and explicitly calibrates the testing effort. Astra can
figure out that it needs to read the relevant files and update tests; it does not
need to be told what file to open first. What it does need is the completion
criteria, the scope boundary, and guidance on testing intensity.

This distinction between telling the model how versus telling it what is the
core of effective Astra prompting. Astra is capable of planning and execution.
Your job is to set the parameters of the work, not the choreography.

Autonomy Versus Control: Finding the Balance

Astra’s behavior introduces a tension that every prompter must navigate: the
model’s improved capability creates more opportunity for autonomous work,
but its improved alignment and instruction sensitivity create more reasons for
it to pause and ask for direction.

On one side, Astra is safer and more capable than earlier models. In tasks
where a previous model might have exceeded its scope or made reckless
changes, Astra will not. OpenAI's evaluation of impossible tasks showed Astra
respecting its boundaries 100 percent of the time, compared to Sol's 52 percent.
This means you can delegate more work with more confidence.

On the other side, Astra is more likely to stop and ask questions where
earlier models would have assumed. Missing information that could materially
affect the outcome will trigger clarification requests. This is often desirable,
but in workflows designed for speed and autonomy, constant questions feel
like a regression.

The solution is not to choose one extreme. The solution is to define the
boundaries of autonomy explicitly.
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OpenAl recommends a prompt that addresses this directly: “You should
infer the user’s intent and task scope from the instructions and prior conver-
sation context. Your job is to bias towards action and carry the user’s intended
task to completion”

This is not a vague encouragement to be helpful. It is a behavioral instruc-
tion that tells Astra to treat phrases like “can you...” or “help me...” or “I want
to...” as calls to action, not invitations for a back-and-forth discussion. It tells
Astra to proceed with work it can do rather than stopping to ask about details
that can reasonably be inferred.

But “bias towards action” is not a blank check. You still need to define
where autonomy ends. A complete autonomy specification includes three
elements: what the model can decide on its own, what requires approval, and
what triggers a clarification question.

For example:

“You have autonomy to choose implementation details, file names, and
testing scope appropriate to the size of the change. Show me the result before
making changes that affect public APIs or modify production configuration
files. Only ask a clarifying question if missing information would change the
design of the solution; fill in routine details from context.

This prompt gives Astra substantial freedom while preserving control where
it matters. It is calibrated to the model's capabilities and to the practical
realities of the workflow.

When Less Prompting Actually Gets Better Results

There are three situations where reducing prompt complexity improves results
with Astra.

The first is when you have carried forward instructions from older models
that are no longer needed. A common example is safety language. If a
previous model made unauthorized changes to production files, you might
have added instructions like “Never make changes without explicit permission”
or “Always confirm before running commands.” Astra’s stronger alignment
means it will not make unauthorized changes unless you ask it to, so strict
safety language can cause unnecessary friction. Keep boundaries for genuinely
high-stakes actions; remove them for routine work where Astra’s alignment
already protects you.
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The second is when instructions conflict. If your AGENTS.md says “run the
full test suite before every change” and your task prompt says “limit testing to
the affected area,” Astra will try to satisfy both, which produces confusion or
overtesting. The fix is to define a clear hierarchy: user instructions override
file instructions. OpenAl recommends this exact priority rule, and it eliminates
a large class of conflicts.

The third is when you micromanage steps Astra can plan on its own. If
you write out every step of a workflow in sequence, you constrain Astra to
your specific path even when a better path exists. Astra’s improved planning
capability means it can often find more efficient approaches than the one you
specified. Tell it the outcome you want and the constraints it must respect; let
it choose the method.

None of this means that shorter prompts are always better. Complex tasks
still need clear structure, context, and constraints. But every instruction in
a prompt should earn its place by either addressing a real risk, defining a
real boundary, or improving the quality of the output in a measurable way. If
an instruction was added to compensate for a model weakness that Astra no
longer has, it is wasting context.

The shift in mindset is not about being lazy with prompts. It is about being
precise. Precision requires understanding what the model actually does and
does not need from you. With Astra, what it needs is less compensation for
weakness and more coordination of strength.
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Chapter 16: Writing, Editing, and
Content Creation
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Chapter 17: Reasoning Effort Levels
and Configuration
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Chapter 18: Improving Existing
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Chapter 19: Common Mistakes and
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Chapter 20: Evaluating Prompts and
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