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If you've ever opened 47 browser tabs trying to learn one thing and ended up knowing none of them, this is for

you.
If you've started eleven learning projects and finished zero, this is for you.

If you've been told your whole life that your scattered brain is the problem — and you half-believe it — this is

especially for you.
Three things just collided in your favor. Most people haven't noticed yet.

First: the kind of brain that gets called "ADHD" or "neurodivergent" is no longer a deficit to compensate for. It's
a pattern-matching, idea-generating, cross-domain-connecting engine. The thing that used to feel like a leak —
generating five ideas before you could finish executing the first — turns out to be the bottleneck-input of a

creative engine when Al removes the bottleneck of execution.

Second: generalists are entering a golden age. AI commoditized the narrow-specialist work (coding, legal
research, translation, first drafts). What's left is exactly what generalists do best: connecting unlikely dots, asking

generative questions, recognizing when a familiar pattern no longer applies.

Third: the 80/20 principle is no longer a hack — it's a survival skill. There's more information in the world than
any human can metabolize. The skill of identifying the vital 20% of any domain and ignoring the rest is the

difference between drowning and dominating.

This field guide is built around one claim: when you stack these three together — neurodivergent generalist
brain + Al as exocortex + ruthless 80/20 selection — you become a category of one. Not a specialist. Not a
generalist who's mediocre at everything. A generalist who can become genuinely proficient in any domain in

weeks, not years, and who can chain proficiencies together into capabilities no specialist can match.

The model is called The Protocol. Five phases: MAP, CUT, SEQUENCE, DRILL, SHIP. It's designed for a
builder who needs working knowledge in many domains, not academic mastery in one. It's designed to work with

an ADHD brain, not against it.

Use this as a reference, not a script. Re-read Part II any time you start a new learning project. Keep the cheat sheet

somewhere you can see it.

How This Guide Is Organized

Part I gives you the foundation — three research-backed pillars that explain why your brain, Al, and 80/20
thinking combine into something more powerful than any of them alone. Read this section once. Come back to it

when you need to remind yourself why the approach works.



Part II is the operating core — the five-phase Protocol you'll run on every new learning project. This is the
section you'll re-read most often. Each phase includes the exact prompts to use with Al, the specific outputs you
should produce, and the common mistakes to avoid.

Part III is the ADHD-specific layer — the tactics, habits, and guardrails that determine whether the Protocol
survives contact with a neurodivergent nervous system. If Part II is the strategy, Part III is the field manual for
your specific hardware.

The Worked Examples show the Protocol applied end-to-end on real domains. The Prompt Library gives you
copy-paste-ready prompts for every phase. The Anti-Patterns section names the failure modes that look
productive while killing your project. The Operating Rhythm integrates everything into daily, weekly, and

quarterly cadences.

The Appendix is a one-page cheat sheet you can print and pin to your wall. If you read nothing else, read that.
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Part I — The Three Pillars

1. Why ADHD + Al Is a Force Multiplier

The standard story frames ADHD as a deficit: trouble focusing, trouble finishing, trouble with executive function.

That story is technically accurate and strategically wrong. It describes the friction without describing the engine.

The engine: the ADHD brain is built for novelty, for divergent association, for rapid context-switching, and for
hyperfocus when something is genuinely interesting. That's a description of an excellent generalist mind in a high-
novelty environment. The friction only shows up when you bolt that engine to a chassis it wasn't built for —

repetitive linear tasks, slow-feedback environments, bureaucratic execution.

Until recently, you had no choice but to bolt it to that chassis. School was linear. Most jobs were linear. The
executive-function tax was unavoidable: someone had to organize the calendar, write the email, format the
document, sequence the steps, remember the details. That someone was you, and you paid for it in burnout and

shame.

Al removes the chassis. What Al does — for someone like you — is take the executive-function work off your
plate so the engine can run at full RPM. You think; AT organizes. You ideate; Al sequences. You ask; Al
summarizes. You build; Al tracks. The tax that ADHD brains paid for creative range is now near zero.

This isn't a metaphor. The empirical pattern is clear:

e A 2025 UK Department for Business and Trade study found neurodivergent workers are 25% more

satisfied with AT assistants than neurotypical workers, and significantly more likely to recommend the tools.

o EY's neurodiversity-led innovation sprints with Microsoft Copilot generated 60—80 process improvement
ideas per six-week cycle — a rate attributed specifically to neurodivergent users finding more inventive uses
of the tool.

o The "Al rewards generalists" observation is now repeated independently across multiple researchers and
practitioners — because Al rewards the person who connects dots between unrelated fields. That's the ADHD

brain's native operating mode.

The Four Strengths AI Amplifies

Pattern recognition across domains. ADHD brains pull patterns from everywhere because they don't filter
inputs as aggressively. Al lets you test patterns at speed: "Is this principle from biology applicable to my

marketing problem?" — answered in 30 seconds instead of a week of reading.

Hyperfocus on novelty. When something interests you, you can sustain 4-8 hour deep dives that neurotypical
people can't. Al feeds the dive constant, perfectly-calibrated novelty — never running out of next questions, never

tiring of your tangents.

Idea-generation velocity. ADHD brains generate ideas faster than they can execute. Al absorbs the execution
backlog: any idea, hand it to Al, get a draft back in minutes. The bottleneck shifts from execution to selection — a

strategic problem, not a willpower problem.

Rapid context-switching. What looks like distractibility is a parallel-processing temperament. Al lets you run
multiple threads and pick up exactly where you left off.



What This Changes About How You Plan Your Work
If you accept this framing, several practical implications follow:

Stop trying to fix your ADHD brain to match a neurotypical workflow. That was the right strategy in 2010. It
is the wrong strategy now. Build workflows that assume your brain works the way it works, and outsource the
executive-function load to Al. Don't organize your calendar — have Al organize it. Don't manually track your
projects — use Al to maintain the state. Don't force yourself to write detailed plans — think out loud to Al and

have it produce the plan.

Stop apologizing for breadth. Breadth is your moat. The thing that makes you "unfocused" in a static world
makes you uniquely valuable in a dynamic one. Lean into it. The Protocol is designed to weaponize that breadth
by giving it structure.

Reframe your relationship with AI. Most people think of Al as a productivity tool — a faster way to do the
same work. For you, it's a prosthetic executive function. It's not making you faster at organizing; it's doing the
organizing you couldn't do without it. This isn't a small distinction. It means Al isn't a luxury for ADHD builders

— it's infrastructure. The way a wheelchair isn't a luxury for someone who can't walk.

Rethink your competitive positioning. In a world where Al handles execution, the bottleneck shifts from "who
can grind hardest" to "who can see the most interesting connections." That's you. Your brain's native mode —
pattern recognition across domains, rapid context-switching, idea generation velocity — is the scarce resource. Al

is the abundant resource that makes your scarce resource operational.

2. Why Generalists Win in a "Wicked" World

David Epstein's research in Range draws a hard distinction between two environments:

Kind environments. Rules are stable. Patterns repeat. Feedback is immediate. Examples: chess, golf, classical
music, accounting before automation. The 10,000-hour rule works. Specialists win. Tiger Woods was a kind-

environment prodigy.

Wicked environments. Rules shift. Feedback is delayed or misleading. Patterns rhyme but don't repeat.
Examples: entrepreneurship, investing, scientific discovery, anything involving humans, anything involving
emerging technology. The 10,000-hour rule fails. Generalists win. Roger Federer played multiple sports until late

and ended up better than peers who specialized at age 5.

Al did not create wicked environments — they always existed — but it dramatically expanded their share of the
economy. Al is consuming the kind-environment work first (linear coding, legal research, language translation,
summarization). What's left for humans is the wicked share: judgment under uncertainty, cross-domain synthesis,

knowing when a pattern doesn't apply, asking the question no one thought to ask.

The Polymath Sweet Spot

Epstein cites a study of 3M's patent portfolio. Researchers compared specialists, generalists, and "polymaths" —
people with genuine depth in one or two areas plus working competence across many. The polymaths consistently
produced the most commercially valuable inventions. Enough depth to ship something useful, enough breadth to

see connections specialists missed.



The target is not "jack of all trades, master of none." The target is: master of one or two things you care about,
working proficiency in 10-30 adjacent things, and the meta-skill of adding a new working proficiency in
weeks when a project demands it.

That meta-skill is what The Protocol teaches.

The Bird-and-Frog Metaphor

"Birds fly high in the air and survey broad vistas of mathematics out to the far horizon. They delight in
concepts that unify our thinking and bring together diverse problems from different parts of the landscape.
Frogs live in the mud below and see only the flowers that grow nearby. They delight in the details of

particular objects, and they solve problems one at a time." — Freeman Dyson

You need both. But the bird's view is rarer and more leveraged in wicked environments, because frogs can't see
what they don't see. Most people you compete with are frogs by training. Be a bird who can drop into the mud

whenever a project demands it, then fly back up.

3. Why 80/20 Is the Operating System of Leverage

The Pareto principle — 80% of effects come from 20% of causes — was discovered in 1896 when Vilfredo Pareto
noticed that 80% of Italian land was owned by 20% of the population. Richard Koch popularized the modern
application in The 80/20 Principle (1997). Tim Ferriss built an entire career on it.

The principle is not the point. The mindset shift it produces is the point:

Most of what you could do doesn't matter. A small fraction matters disproportionately. Your job is to find

that fraction — fast — and ignore the rest with extreme prejudice.

Most people try to be comprehensive. In an age where available information doubles every few years and Al can
hand you any sub-skill on demand, comprehensiveness is actively counterproductive. It buries the 20% that

matters under the 80% that doesn't.

Three Useful Corollaries

Recursive Pareto. Inside the 20%, another 20% produces 80% of the result. So 4% of the effort can produce 64%

of the outcome. The deeper you cut, the more leverage you find.

Inverse Pareto (via negativa). 20% of inputs cause 80% of problems. The fastest path to a better life is often not
adding the right things — it's removing the wrong ones. Nassim Taleb calls this "via negativa" — improvement by

subtraction.

Lindy effect. Prefer ideas, books, and techniques that have already survived a long time. A 50-year-old textbook
on fundamentals is usually more 80/20 than a 6-month-old blog post on the latest framework. This is especially

important when Al feeds you trendy material.

Why This Matters More for ADHD Generalists

A neurotypical specialist can afford to grind. They're in a kind environment, the rules don't move, and grinding

rewards them. They can read all 1,200 pages of the textbook because their brain handles linear material without



bleeding. The dopamine cost of boring-but-necessary material is low for them. They can sustain effort on

uninteresting content because their reward system tolerates delayed gratification better.

You can't afford that. Your brain is expensive to operate on uninteresting material; you pay for it in willpower, in
dopamine debt, in burnout. Reading the entire textbook isn't just slower for you — it's physiologically costly in a
way that neurotypical people don't experience. The 80/20 cut is the price of admission for an ADHD brain that

wants to be productive without being miserable.

This means: cut to the 20% that's interesting AND high-leverage, ignore the rest, and trust that you can fill in the
long tail later if you ever need to. Most of the time, you won't need to. The 20% is enough to ship, enough to have

intelligent conversations, enough to build on.

This sounds like permission to be lazy. It isn't. It's permission to be ruthlessly strategic — which is something
different and much harder than lazy. Lazy is avoiding work. Strategic is doing less work on purpose because
you've identified that most work doesn't matter. The former is a character trait. The latter is a competitive

advantage.

80/20 Applied to Learning Itself
The 80/20 principle applies recursively to the learning process itself:

80% of your learning happens in 20% of your study time — the time spent on direct attempts and active

retrieval, not the time spent reading, watching, or organizing notes.

80% of your progress comes from 20% of the resources — usually one or two foundational sources plus Al as

tutor, not the 47 tabs you opened.

80% of your retention comes from 20% of the review effort — the spaced retrieval at 1/3/7/21 days, not the

hours of re-reading.

80% of your confidence comes from 20% of the practice — the first time you ship something real, not the

thousandth practice problem.

This means your learning projects should be aggressively short. Not because you're cutting corners, but because
the return on time invested drops sharply after the initial high-leverage period. A two-week intensive beats a six-
month casual effort almost every time, because the two-week version concentrates effort in the 20% window

where learning returns are highest.



Part I1 — The Protocol

Five phases. The first three (MAP, CUT, SEQUENCE) you do once at the start of a learning project. The last two

(DRILL, SHIP) you cycle through until you reach the proficiency you wanted.

Total time: 2 to 6 weeks of focused work for a typical "become functionally proficient in a new domain" project.

For narrow capabilities, days. For deeper knowledge, months — but you'll be productive from week one.

QUEStion {t Answers

MAP What does the whole landscape look like, and what matters?
CUT Which 20% gives me 80% of the outcome I want?
SEQUENCE In what order do I learn the 20%, for fastest leverage?
DRILL How do I actually get good at it, fast?

SHIP How do I lock it in and make it stick?

Phase 1: MAP — Build the Meta-Map

Before you learn anything, learn the shape of what you're learning. Scott Young calls this "metalearning" and

considers it the highest-leverage step in any learning project. Most people skip it because it doesn't feel like

progress. It is the most important step you will take.

The goal: in 1-3 hours of focused Al-augmented research, produce a single document containing:

The boundary — what's in, what's out, what gets confused with it

The major sub-areas, ranked by how foundational they are

The 5-10 names you must know — canonical thinkers, builders, or works
The Lindy core — what has stayed true for 20+ years vs. current fads

The minimum vocabulary — 30-80 terms that unlock everything else

What proficiency looks like — concrete examples of what someone proficient can do

Without this map, you'll wander. With it, you have a chart.

The MAP Prompt

Act as a senior expert in [DOMAIN]. I'm starting from near-zero and I want to reach functional proficiency
— the level where I could ship a real project or hold my own with another expert — in 4 weeks. Build me a

meta-map: boundaries, sub-areas ranked by foundational importance, 5-10 canonical names (mark Lindy-
tested), 30—50 essential vocabulary terms with one-line definitions, what proficiency looks like, and the top

mistakes beginners make. Be honest. Cut hype. Signal over completeness.



Read the output critically. Push back on anything generic. Run a second pass: "Of the items in your meta-map,

which 20% are the highest-leverage and which 20% are most often overrated?"

Hard cap: 3 hours. If your map isn't usable after 3 hours, ship what you have and move to CUT. You'll refine

naturally as you learn.

What a Good MAP Looks Like
A good MAP for any domain fits on 2-3 pages and answers these questions without jargon:
e "If I had to explain this domain to a smart friend over dinner, could I give a coherent 3-minute overview?" If
yes, the MAP worked. If you'd stumble, it needs another pass.

e "Do I know which sub-areas are foundational versus advanced?" This prevents you from accidentally starting

with graduate-level material when you need undergraduate fundamentals.

e "Can I name the 5 most important people or works?" This gives you a quality filter. When evaluating any

resource, you can ask "does this cite the canonical sources, or is it someone's hot take?"

e "Do I know what beginners waste time on?" This is your via negativa pre-loaded. It protects you from the

most common time sinks before you encounter them.

MAP Mistakes to Avoid

Going too broad. If your MAP covers "all of machine learning," it's too broad. Narrow to "classification models

for tabular data" or "computer vision for product images." The Protocol works on domains, not fields.

Trusting AI's first answer. Al will give you the textbook map. The textbook map is designed for completeness,
not for 80/20 proficiency. Always push back: "That's the comprehensive version. Now give me the practitioner
version — what would someone who actually does this every day consider essential versus noise?"

Spending too long on vocabulary. You don't need to memorize 80 terms before starting. You need to recognize
them when you encounter them. Get the list, scan it, and move on. The terms will stick naturally as you use them
in DRILL.

Phase 2: CUT — Find the Vital 20%

Take the meta-map and apply the 80/20 knife.

One job: produce a list of the specific sub-skills, concepts, or capabilities that, if mastered, give you 80% of the

proficiency you defined in MAP. Everything else gets cut.

This is the hardest phase psychologically. ADHD generalist brains want to learn everything because everything is
interesting. CUT requires saying "not now" to fascinating tangents and trusting you can return later. This

discipline separates a productive generalist from a perpetual dabbler.

The CUT Prompt



Using the meta-map, apply the Pareto principle ruthlessly. Identify the 20% that produces 80% of functional
proficiency for [SPECIFIC OUTCOME]. Apply two filters: A. Lindy filter: Which items have been important
20+ years and likely will remain so? B. Via negativa filter: What 5 things do beginners spend time on that I
should skip? Output: Tier 1 (must master, 6-10 items), Tier 2 (should know, 6-10 items), Tier 3 (skip, with

reasons).

Cross-Checking the Cut

Don't trust AI on the first pass. Als hallucinate confidently and bias toward "the canonical curriculum" rather than

the genuine 80/20. Cross-check three ways:

Practitioner test: "If I cornered a working expert at a bar and asked what 5 things actually matter and what's just

academic noise, what would they say?"

Reverse test: "What's the smallest possible curriculum? If T had only 20 hours total, what would I spend them

on?"

Survivorship test: "What concepts were essential 30 years ago that are still essential today? What was considered

essential then that turned out to be a fad?"
The overlap across all three answers is your real Tier 1.

Output: A short list — 6-12 items — that you commit to learning. Print it. Pin it. This is your contract with

yourself. You don't add to it without a real reason — and "this looks interesting" is not a real reason.

The Psychology of CUT

CUT is the phase where most ADHD generalists fail. Not because they can't do it, but because it hurts. Everything
is interesting. Cutting topics feels like leaving money on the table. Your brain generates reasons why each topic is

essential: "But what if I need this for a client?" "But what if this is the key insight that ties everything together?"

The antidote is this realization: you're not cutting permanently. You're cutting for now. Everything in Tier 3 is still
there if a real project demands it. The tangent file exists for exactly this purpose. CUT is a sequencing decision,
not an amputation.

The other antidote: look at your history. How many times have you tried to learn everything about a domain and
actually succeeded? Probably zero. How many times has trying to learn everything led to burnout, abandonment,

or surface-level knowledge across the board? Probably more times than you want to count. CUT is what breaks

that pattern.

The Lindy Filter in Practice

The Lindy filter deserves special attention because it's the single best shortcut for finding the 20%. Applied to any

domain:
« In software: design patterns, data structures, algorithms, networking fundamentals — all 20+ years old, still
the foundation of everything. Framework-of-the-month — Tier 3.
 In business: value creation, distribution, pricing psychology, customer acquisition — timeless. Growth hacking
tactics from last year's conference — Tier 3.

» In writing: story structure, clear prose, audience awareness — ancient and eternal. SEO formatting tricks —
Tier 3.



« Ininvesting: compound interest, margin of safety, asset allocation — 50+ years old. The hot sector of the

quarter — Tier 3.

The pattern: fundamentals are Lindy. Tactics are temporal. Learn fundamentals first. Tactics are cheap to add later

because they sit on top of fundamentals.

Phase 3: SEQUENCE — Order for Fastest Leverage

You have your 6-12 items. The order you learn them matters more than most people realize. Wrong order means
you keep hitting prerequisites you don't have, which kills momentum, which kills ADHD-driven learning

especially fast.
Two principles:

Principle 1: Earliest victory. Order the list so you produce a real, visible win in the first 3-7 days. ADHD brains
run on dopamine. A win at day 5 is worth more than a perfectly logical curriculum that delivers no win until week

4. Put the earliest possible "I shipped something" moment first, even if it's tiny.

Principle 2: Inverted curriculum. Textbooks teach foundations first because that's clean pedagogy. The fastest
path is often to start with a real project, hit a wall, learn just enough fundamentals to get past it, and continue. Tim
Ferriss calls this "sequencing." Josh Waitzkin learned chess by starting with endgames instead of openings. Most

chess students do the opposite and learn slower.
The SEQUENCE Prompt

Here are my Tier 1 items: [LIST]. My target outcome is [OUTCOME]. I have an ADHD brain — I need a
real shippable win in days 57 or I lose momentum. Design a sequence: (1) earliest possible visible win —
what's the smallest real project I can ship by day 5? (2) Each subsequent item unlocks the next, with a small
concrete output at each step. Show as a numbered plan: item, why next, what to ship, time estimate. Don't

pad — I'll use Al as tutor (3—5x compression vs. self-study).
Output: A numbered plan, 6-12 steps. This becomes your project plan.

Why Sequence Matters More Than You Think

Bad sequencing is the number one silent killer of ADHD learning projects. Here's why: when you hit a
prerequisite you don't have, you face a choice — stop and learn the prerequisite (which derails your momentum)
or push through without it (which builds on a shaky foundation). Both options are bad. Good sequencing means

you never face that choice because each step naturally sets up the next.

Bad sequencing also kills motivation. If the first two weeks are all foundational theory with no visible output,
your ADHD brain will check out — guaranteed. It needs to see evidence of progress within days, not weeks. The
"earliest visible win" principle isn't a nice-to-have; it's the difference between a project that ships and a project

that dies in week two.

The Sequence Audit

After Al generates your sequence, run this quick check:



1. Day 5 test: Does the sequence produce something I could show another human by day 5? If not, restructure.
2. Prerequisite chain: For each step, can I do it with only what I learned in previous steps? If step 4 requires

knowledge from step 7, the order is wrong.

3. Output at each step: Does every step produce a visible artifact (a working demo, a document, a solved
problem)? Steps without outputs are invisible to your dopamine system and will feel like wasted time.

Phase 4: DRILL — AI-Augmented Deliberate Practice

This is where actual learning happens. The previous three phases were strategy. This phase is execution. You'll

spend most of your time here.
Two non-negotiable rules:

Rule 1: Directness. Learn by doing the actual thing. If you want to write better, write — don't read books about
writing. If you want to ship a Docker stack, ship one — don't take a course. Use Al to fill gaps as they come up,

not to front-load knowledge.

Rule 2: Active retrieval over passive intake. Reading and watching feel like learning but are mostly an illusion.
Robert Bjork's research on "desirable difficulty" shows that recalling something — even painfully — encodes it
far better than re-reading it.

The Four AI Roles
Al plays four distinct roles. Switch between them deliberately.

1. The Tutor. On-demand explanations calibrated to your level. Killer prompt: "Explain [thing] as if I already
understand [adjacent concept I do know], and stop and check my understanding after each step."

2. The Sparring Partner. Practice problems, simulated scenarios, debate. "Generate 10 progressively harder
problems on [sub-skill]. Don't give me solutions. After I attempt each, give me feedback." For soft domains:

"Roleplay as a skeptical [investor/customer] and challenge my pitch."

3. The Critic. Brutal feedback on your output. "What are the three biggest weaknesses an expert would call out?
Be direct. Don't soften it." Al is statistically inclined to be too encouraging — you have to explicitly ask for
harshness, repeatedly. The most dangerous mode of Al use is the one where it tells you everything you make is

great.

4. The Feynman Partner. Explain a concept back to AT as if Al is a smart 12-year-old. Have Al ask questions to
expose where your explanation breaks. The Feynman technique is the single most powerful test for whether you
actually understand something or just feel like you do. ADHD brains are especially prone to the "I get the gist"
illusion; this technique ruthlessly exposes it.

A Drill Session Template (60-90 Minutes)
1. Retrieval open (5-10 min): Without notes, write what you remember from last session. Check what you
missed.
2. Direct attempt (20—40 min): Do the next thing in your sequence. Push until you hit a wall.
3. Tutor mode (10-15 min): Bring the wall to Al. Get it explained, with comprehension checks.

4. Sparring (10-20 min): Al generates 3-5 practice problems targeting what you just learned.



5. Feynman close (5-10 min): Explain what you learned back to Al as if to a beginner. Let AI poke holes.
6. Capture (2-5 min): Write 3 sentences — what you learned, what's fuzzy, what's next.

Don't do every step every session. Over a week, every step should appear. The capture log at the end is critical —

without it, you can't run the SHIP phase.

Why Retrieval Beats Re-Reading

This point deserves emphasis because it goes against every instinct. Re-reading your notes feels like studying.
Highlighting a textbook feels like learning. Watching a tutorial video for the third time feels like reinforcement.

None of these work.

The cognitive science is unambiguous: Robert Bjork's research on "desirable difficulty" shows that the act of
trying to recall something — struggling to retrieve it from memory, even failing — encodes it far more durably
than passive re-exposure. The struggle IS the encoding mechanism. If it feels easy, nothing is being learned. If it
feels uncomfortable — you're reaching for the answer and can't quite grasp it — that's when the neural pathways

are being strengthened.

Practical implication: every drill session should include at least one moment where you close your notes, close Al,
and try to reconstruct what you've learned from memory. The gap between what you thought you knew and what

you can actually recall is the most valuable diagnostic you have.

Managing the Frustration of Being Bad

You will be bad at new things. The DRILL phase guarantees it, because it's built on direct attempts in the actual
domain. This means you will write bad code, produce bad copy, make bad investment analyses, and build bad

prototypes. This is correct behavior.

ADHD brains often struggle with this because the gap between your vision (which is excellent — pattern
recognition is your strength) and your current ability (which is beginner-level) is painfully visible. The temptation

is to retreat to MAP or CUT, where you can feel competent without producing output.

Resist this. The discomfort of being bad is the feeling of learning. Al as Tutor and Sparring Partner helps because
it provides private, non-judgmental feedback — you can be terrible without anyone seeing. Use that privacy to
take risks you wouldn't take in public. Write the embarrassing first draft. Ship the broken prototype. The path from
bad to good runs through producing a lot of bad work, getting fast feedback, and iterating.

Phase 5: SHIP — Make It Stick
Without this phase, everything you learn in DRILL leaks in 30-90 days. The forgetting curve doesn't care how
much you enjoyed the learning.

Three components: stakes, retrieval, and teaching.

Stakes
Commit publicly to a deadline-with-consequence before you've finished learning:

e Tell a client you'll ship a feature using the new tech by [date]

e Schedule a public talk or post



« Build the deliverable in public — show the work as you go

» Bet money (Stickk.com exists for exactly this)

Without stakes, ADHD novelty-seeking drift will pull you to the next interesting thing before you finish locking in

this one.

Retrieval (Spaced Practice)
The forgetting curve gets defeated by retrieval at increasing intervals:
« Day 1 after learning: review by retrieval (no notes)
« Day 3: retrieval again
« Day 7: retrieval again
o Day 21: retrieval again

e Then it's locked in for months

You don't need spaced-repetition software for most things. Maintain a "concepts I should remember" list per

domain, and review on this schedule. The quiz prompt:

Here's my list of concepts from [DOMAIN] I want to retain: [LIST]. Quiz me one at a time. I'll explain each
in my own words. Tell me where I'm fuzzy or wrong — don't just confirm. After we finish, tell me which 3 to

re-study and which I've nailed.

Teaching
The fastest path to deep retention is teaching. Two options:

Public-facing teaching: Write a blog post, record a video, build an explainer. Having to be coherent for an

audience forces you to find gaps. This is the strongest version because it has built-in stakes.

Private Feynman teaching: Explain the concept to Al as if to a smart friend. Have Al ask follow-ups designed to

expose vagueness.

The Output of SHIP
Three things by the end of any project:

1. A real shipped artifact — the stakes deliverable
2. A retention list and a calendar for reviewing it

3. A teaching artifact — post, video, internal doc — even a short one

If you have all three, you've actually learned the thing. Without them, you've watched a lot of YouTube.

Why Most People Skip SHIP (And Why You Can't Afford To)

SHIP is the least exciting phase. By the time you get here, you've had the thrill of MAP (discovering a new
domain), the satisfaction of CUT (clarity), the momentum of SEQUENCE (a plan!), and the grind of DRILL

(actual capability building). SHIP feels like administrative cleanup after the real work is done.

It isn't. SHIP is where knowledge becomes permanent. Everything you learned in DRILL has a half-life of about
30-90 days without reinforcement. The forgetting curve is real and it doesn't care how hard you worked or how



deeply you understood the material at peak. Without stakes, retrieval, and teaching, you'll find yourself six months
later unable to do things you were proficient at, which means you'll have to re-learn them — the most expensive
possible use of time.

For ADHD brains specifically, SHIP is the antidote to the "permanent beginner" pattern. The novelty of a new
domain always calls louder than the maintenance of a previous one. SHIP creates the structures (retrieval
schedule, teaching artifact) that maintain proficiency on autopilot, so you can move to the next domain without

losing the current one.

The Stakes Spectrum
Not all stakes are created equal. Here they are ranked by effectiveness:

Strongest: Money on the line. You told a client you'd deliver using this skill by a date. If you fail, you lose

revenue.

Strong: Public commitment with reputation at stake. You posted "I'm learning X and will ship Y by [date]" to

your audience. People will ask about it.

Moderate: Accountability partner. Someone you respect will check in. The social cost of admitting failure is real
but limited.

Weak but better than nothing: A calendar reminder that asks "did you finish the project?" The commitment is to

yourself. This is the weakest form of stakes and it's still better than no stakes at all.

Ineffective: A private intention with no external commitment. "I'll learn Docker networking sometime this
month." This is not a stake. This is a wish. Wishes don't survive contact with the next interesting domain.



How to Choose Your Al Tool

The Protocol is tool-agnostic — it works with any AI system that can hold a conversation. But some tools are

better than others for specific phases.

For MAP and CUT: Use the most capable model available to you. Claude, GPT-4, Gemini — whichever has the
broadest knowledge. You want accuracy and breadth here, not speed. MAP is a one-time investment; don't cheap

out on the model.

For DRILL (Tutor and Sparring Partner): Any competent model works. The conversation is iterative and
you're checking the output against your own understanding, so hallucination risk is lower. Speed matters more
here because you're going back and forth rapidly.

For DRILL (Critic): Use the best model you can. The Critic role requires nuanced judgment about quality, and

weaker models will default to generic praise. You want the model that's most willing to push back.

For SHIP (Quiz and Teach-Back): Any model works. You're doing the cognitive work; the model is asking

questions and checking answers.

Free vs. paid: The free tiers of Claude, ChatGPT, and Gemini are sufficient to run the Protocol. The paid tiers
give you longer context windows (useful for MAP) and more capable models (useful for Critic). If you're

choosing where to spend money on Al, the Critic role is where model quality matters most.

Local vs. cloud: If you're privacy-conscious or want to work offline, local models (Ollama + Llama, Mistral, etc.)
work for DRILL and SHIP. For MAP and Ciritic, cloud models are significantly better because they have broader

training data and stronger reasoning.

The single most important thing is that you actually use Al, not which Al you use. A perfect tool unused is worse

than an imperfect tool used daily.



Two Worked Examples

Theory is cheap. Here's the Protocol applied end-to-end on two real domains: one technical, one creative. Use

these as templates.

Example 1: Docker Networking in 2 Weeks

You need real working knowledge of Docker networking for an infrastructure project — enough to debug, design,

and explain it. Starting from beginner level.

MAP (Day 1, 2 Hours)
Run the meta-map prompt. Al returns:

Boundaries: Docker networking is a subset of container networking. Doesn't include VM networking, host OS

networking, or Kubernetes networking (related but separate).

Sub-areas, ranked: bridge networks, host networks, overlay networks, macvlan, network namespaces, port
mapping, DNS within Docker, network plugins, security/isolation.

Canonical sources: Official Docker docs, Liz Rice's writings, Julia Evans' zines on networking, Brendan Gregg's
network performance work.

Vocabulary: bridge, veth pair, namespace, CNI, iptables rules, NAT, overlay, VXLAN, macvlan, gateway, subnet.
Proficiency looks like: Can design a multi-container app with appropriate network isolation. Can debug

"container A can't reach container B" in under 10 minutes. Can explain bridge vs. overlay to a teammate.

Beginner mistakes: Confusing bridge with host mode, using --net=host to avoid debugging, ignoring DNS,
not understanding iptables interaction.

CUT (Day 1, 1 Hour)

Tier 1 emerges as: bridge networks, port mapping, container DNS, basic namespace mental model, debugging

connectivity, and overlay networks (because the project needs multi-host).

Tier 3 (skip): network plugins, custom CNI, deep iptables theory, performance tuning, swarm-specific quirks.

Come back if needed.

SEQUENCE (Day 1, 30 Minutes)
» Day 2: Spin up a 2-container app on a custom bridge network, demonstrate ping by name. Visible win:
working multi-container demo.
o Day 3: Add port mapping; reach the app from the host; understand what's happening at the iptables level.

e Day 4: Build the namespace mental model — manually create a network namespace, attach a veth pair,

replicate what Docker does under the hood.

e Day 5: Break the network deliberately — drop packets, kill DNS — and practice debugging until you can

solve any failure mode.

« Days 6-7: Step up to overlay — multi-host setup.



o Days 8-10: Apply to the real project.

o Days 11-14: SHIP — write internal explainer doc; quiz yourself; ship the deliverable.

DRILL (Days 2-10)
Each session uses the 60-90 minute template. High-leverage prompts during this phase:

"Walk me through what happens, step by step, when container A on bridge_net resolves the name container_b.
Don't skip steps; don't be hand-wavy. Stop and check my understanding after each layer (DNS, namespace, veth,
bridge, iptables, response).”

"Container A on bridge_net1 can't reach container B on bridge_net2. Walk me through the 5 most likely causes in

order of probability. Quiz me on how to test each."

"Generate 5 broken Docker network setups, each with a specific subtle bug. I'll diagnose them. Tell me when I'm
right and when I'm guessing."

SHIP (Days 11-14)

Write a 1500-word internal doc: "Docker networking for our team — what you need to know." Use the teach-back

prompt to harden it. Add the concept list to a 30-day review schedule. Ship the project deliverable.

End state by day 14: Functionally proficient at Docker networking. Not a specialist, but capable of designing,
debugging, and explaining it. Ready to come back for depth if required.

Example 2: Direct-Response Copywriting in 3 Weeks

A soft-domain example. You want to write sales copy that converts — for your own offers or others'.

MAP

Al returns: Direct response is distinct from brand copywriting. Lindy core: David Ogilvy, Eugene Schwartz
(Breakthrough Advertising), Gary Halbert, Claude Hopkins (Scientific Advertising). Modern: Joe Sugarman,
Stefan Georgi, Eddie Shleyner. Sub-areas: hooks/headlines, lead/big idea, problem-agitate-solve structure, proof,
offer construction, calls to action, audience awareness levels (Schwartz's five). Vocabulary: hook, lead, big idea,
awareness levels, agitation, proof stack, offer stack, urgency, P.S. line.

CUT
Tier 1: headlines/hooks, awareness levels, problem-agitate-solve structure, offer construction, proof stacking.

Tier 3 (skip): SEO copywriting, brand voice exercises, design considerations, A/B testing infrastructure.

SEQUENCE

« Days 1-2: Read Hopkins (Scientific Advertising) — short, ancient, still the foundation.
« Day 3: Write 20 headlines for one fictional product. Use Al to critique each against Hopkins' principles.
e Days 4-5: Learn the five awareness levels (Schwartz). Write the same lead five different ways, one per level.

o Days 6-7: Write a full sales letter for one real product. Earliest visible win.



« Days 8-14: Rewrite three more sales letters, applying critique each round.

o Days 15-21: SHIP — publish, get real feedback, iterate.

DRILL

"Here are 10 of my headlines. For each: does it pass the Hopkins test (specific, self-interest, news/curiosity)?

Rank them. Tell me what to change about the bottom 5."

"Roleplay as a skeptical reader at awareness level 2 (problem-aware, not solution-aware). Read this lead. Where

do you bounce? Be specific."

"Compare my sales letter to a Stefan Georgi structure. Where am I structurally weak?"

SHIP

Publish a piece of copy somewhere it gets real-world feedback — a sales page, a cold email, an ad. Track
response. Write a personal essay: "What I learned trying to copywrite for 21 days." That essay is your teaching

artifact and retention anchor.

End state: Not a 20-year copywriting veteran. But you can write copy that converts, recognize good copy from

bad, edit other people's copy intelligently, and have a foundation that compounds with every piece you write.



The Prompt Library

These prompts do most of the work. Copy them, customize them, save them. Most learning projects only need 4—
6 of them.

MAP Prompts

The Meta-Map

Act as a senior expert in [DOMAIN]. I'm starting from near-zero and want to reach functional proficiency in
4 weeks. Build me a meta-map: boundaries, sub-areas ranked by foundational importance, 5-10 canonical
names (mark Lindy-tested), the 30-50 essential vocabulary terms with one-line definitions, what proficiency

looks like, and the top mistakes beginners make. Be honest. Cut hype. Signal over completeness.

The Practitioner Test

If I cornered three working experts in [DOMAIN] at a bar and asked "what 5 things actually matter, and
what's just academic noise the textbooks won't admit is irrelevant?" — what would they say? Answer in their

voice, not a textbook voice. Be opinionated.

CUT Prompts

The Pareto Cut
Using the meta-map above, identify the 20% of components in [DOMAIN] that produce 80% of functional
proficiency for someone whose specific goal is [OUTCOME]. Apply two filters: A. Lindy: Which items have

been important for 20+ years and likely will remain so? B. Via negativa: What 5 things do beginners spend

time on that I should skip? Output: Tier 1 (must master), Tier 2 (should know), Tier 3 (skip with reasons).

The Smallest Curriculum

What is the absolute smallest possible curriculum for [DOMAIN] that gets me to functional proficiency in
[OUTCOME]? If I had only 20 hours total, exactly what would I spend them on, hour by hour? Be ruthless.
Cut anything that isn't critical. I will fill in gaps later on demand. Speed matters more than completeness.

SEQUENCE Prompts

The Earliest Win



Here are my Tier 1 items: [LIST]. My target outcome is [OUTCOME]. I have an ADHD brain — I need a
real shippable win in days 57 or I lose momentum. Design a sequence with two constraints: (1) the earliest
possible visible win — what's the smallest real project I can ship by day 5? Which 2—4 items do I need first?
(2) Each subsequent item unlocks the next, with a small concrete output at each step. Show as a numbered
plan: item, why next, what to ship, time estimate. Don't pad — I'll use Al as tutor (3—5x compression vs. self-
study).

DRILL Prompts
The Tutor

Explain [CONCEPT] to me as if I already understand [ADJACENT CONCEPT I DO KNOW]. Use that as
the bridge. After each step, stop and ask me a question to verify I followed. Don't continue until I answer
correctly. If I'm wrong, don't just give me the answer — show me where my reasoning broke and let me try

again.

The Sparring Partner

Generate 10 practice problems on [SUB-SKILL], progressively harder. Format: problem only. No solutions
yet. Wait for my attempts. After I attempt each, give me feedback: (1) Is my answer correct? (2) Is my
reasoning correct, or did I get the right answer for the wrong reason? (3) What's the most efficient
approach? (4) What's a common trap?

The Critic

Here's what I produced: [PASTE WORK]. Roleplay as a senior expert in [DOMAIN] reviewing this honestly.
What are the 3 biggest weaknesses? Be direct, don't soften it. Then: what would the version that fixes those
three issues look like? Don't write it for me — describe it so I can write it. Default mode: skeptical. Don't tell

me it's good unless it actually is.

The Feynman Partner

I'm going to explain [CONCEPT] to you. Pretend you're a smart 12-year-old who has never heard of it. Ask
follow-up questions that expose where my explanation is vague, hand-wavy, or assumes things. Don't be
polite. If something doesn't make sense, say "I don't get it" and ask me to try again. After 56 rounds,

summarize what's still unclear.

SHIP Prompts

The Quiz



Here's my list of concepts from [DOMAIN] I want to retain: [LIST]. Quiz me one at a time. I'll explain each
in my own words. Tell me where I'm fuzzy or wrong — don't just confirm. After we go through them, tell me
which 3 I should re-study and which ones I have nailed.

The Teach-Back

I'm about to write a 600-word explainer on [CONCEPT)] for someone in [ADJACENT FIELD] who wants to
understand it. Before I write: ask me 5 questions designed to expose any gaps in my understanding. Then I'll

write. Then critique my draft as if you were the target reader.



Part III — Tactics for the ADHD Brain

The Protocol works for any brain. This section covers the additional layer for ADHD specifically — the operating

principles that determine whether the protocol actually executes or stays as a nice-looking plan that never ships.

If Part II is the strategy, Part III is the field manual for the nervous system you're actually running on.

Working With Your Dopamine System

Most productivity advice is written for people whose dopamine system is well-regulated. They can do boring
tasks because the long-term reward is enough motivation. They can sustain effort on a 6-month project because

they can feel the future payoff in the present.

Your reward circuitry is calibrated differently. You need closer, more frequent dopamine hits to sustain behavior.
The distance between "start" and "reward" has to be shorter for you than for a neurotypical person, or the behavior
extinguishes. This is not a character flaw. It's neurotransmitter dynamics. You can work around it the same way a

left-handed person works around a right-handed world — with tools and technique, not with willpower.

This is actually a feature in dynamic environments. It's why you keep generating new ideas while a neurotypical
person settles into a stable groove. But it means you have to engineer your environment to deliver hits

deliberately, rather than hoping motivation shows up on its own.

Tactic: Smaller, Faster Wins

Break the next task down until you can ship something visible inside one work session. If a task is going to take
more than one session, break it smaller. The wall-of-awful effect (more on this below) kicks in for ADHD brains
at the threshold of "too big to finish today." Stay below the threshold.

Practical implementation: before starting a work session, take your task and ask yourself — or ask AT — "what's
the smallest piece of this I could complete and show someone in the next 45 minutes?" That's your task for the

session. Everything else is tomorrow's problem.

The psychological trick: completing something — anything — resets your dopamine. One completion makes the
next task easier to start. This is why "quick wins first" isn't lazy scheduling. It's neurochemistry-aware scheduling.

Tactic: Visible Progress

Use a checklist, kanban board, progress bar, or any visible artifact where you can physically see the bar move.
Closing GitHub issues. Crossing items off a paper list with a real pen. Moving a sticky note from "doing" to

"done." The visual feedback is dopaminergic and it's free.

Why this works better for ADHD brains than for neurotypical ones: your brain underweights distant rewards. A
visual progress marker converts a distant future reward ("eventually I'll be proficient at this domain") into an
immediate present reward ("I can see that I completed something right now"). It's a sensory bridge between effort

and satisfaction.

Tactic: Novel Framing



Boring task? Reframe it as a puzzle, a speed run, a competition with yourself, a research expedition, a heist.
ADHD brains chase novelty; if you can package the same task with a fresh frame, your brain will engage with it
differently.

This sounds silly. It works. The reason it works is that novelty is genuinely activating for your dopamine system
in a way that routine is not. You're not tricking yourself — you're giving your brain the input it needs to produce

focus. A musician doesn't apologize for needing a tuned instrument.
Examples that have worked for real ADHD builders:

e "I'm going to learn this API in 90 minutes like it's a speedrun" — suddenly competitive, focused, energized

» "I'm going to debug this system the way a detective investigates a crime scene" — suddenly curious,
methodical, engaged

» "I'm going to write this documentation as if I'm explaining it to my past self who was completely lost" —

suddenly empathetic, clear, motivated

Tactic: Body Doubling With AI

Body doubling is an ADHD-specific technique: working alongside another presence (even a passive one) raises
focus and lowers the initiation barrier. The mechanism is the social-accountability circuit — your brain treats even

the perception of being observed as a reason to stay on task.

Al is an excellent body double. Open a chat, narrate what you're about to do, do it, narrate what happened. The

format is simple:
"I'm about to work on [specific task]. My goal for the next 45 minutes is [specific outcome]. I'm starting now."

Then work. When you get stuck, narrate the stuckness. When you finish, narrate the completion. Al doesn't need
to do anything except be present. The act of having an audience — even a non-judgmental algorithmic one —
engages the circuit.

This also produces an accidental capture log, which feeds the SHIP phase. Two birds, one chat window.

The Wall of Awful

The Wall of Awful is the term ADHD coaches use for the emotional barrier between you and an unstarted task. It's
not laziness and it's not procrastination in the neurotypical sense. It's a specific kind of dread that grows as the
task sits unstarted. The longer something sits, the bigger the wall. The bigger the wall, the more shame accrues for
not starting. The more shame, the bigger the wall. It's a feedback loop that can paralyze you on tasks that are

objectively simple.
Understanding the wall's components helps dissolve it:
Component 1: Ambiguity. You don't know how to start. The task is defined at too high a level ("learn Docker

networking') and your brain can't find the first physical action. This is the most common component and the

easiest to fix.

Al dissolves ambiguity instantly: "Here's the task: [paste]. I'm stuck on starting. Give me the smallest possible
first action — something I can complete in 5 minutes that moves this forward." This converts an amorphous task

into a 5-minute task. 5-minute tasks have very small walls.



Component 2: Shame. You feel you should already know how to do this, or you should have started it last week,
and now the shame of being behind has fused with the task itself. Every time you look at it, you feel the shame, so

you look away.

Al doesn't judge you for not knowing how to start. There is no social cost to admitting ignorance to a language
model. This sounds trivial; for shame-wrapped tasks it's the only thing that matters. You can ask the "stupidest"”

question without losing face, and the wall shrinks from overwhelming to manageable.

Component 3: Perfectionism. You won't start because the first attempt won't be good enough, and the gap
between where you are and where you want to be feels unbridgeable.

AT bridges this by letting you ship a terrible first draft in minutes, then iterate. A bad first draft that exists beats a
perfect draft that doesn't. Use Al to generate the embarrassing first version, then fix it. The wall disappears

because you're now editing, not creating from nothing — and editing has a much smaller wall.

Hyperfocus: The Asset and the Liability

Hyperfocus is the most powerful tool in your toolkit and also the easiest one to misuse.

The asset side: 4-8 hour sessions of intense, productive deep work that produce in one day what most people
produce in a week. When the topic is interesting, you can sustain a level of concentration and creative output that
neurotypical people genuinely cannot match. This is your superpower. It is real. It is not hype.

The liability side: hyperfocus on the wrong thing, hyperfocus that destroys sleep, hyperfocus that ends in three
days of neurochemical recovery. Unmanaged hyperfocus is like having a Formula 1 engine with no steering wheel
— impressive acceleration, but you might be heading off a cliff.

Rules for Using Hyperfocus Deliberately

Aim it. Before a session that might trigger hyperfocus, write down — on paper or in a doc — what success looks
like for this specific session. When you surface from the flow state, check whether you're still aimed at the
original target. If you haven't written it down, you have no way to check, and you'll discover three hours later that

you've been deep in a fascinating but completely irrelevant rabbit hole.

Hard stop at 90 minutes. Set an alarm for 90 minutes after the start, regardless of how deep you are. The alarm is
not necessarily a stop — it's a mandatory check-in. It forces you to break the trance long enough to verify
direction, hydrate, and assess whether you're still on the path you committed to. If yes, reset the timer and keep

going. If no, capture the tangent and return.

Recovery is mandatory, not optional. After a 6+ hour deep dive, the next 24 hours should be cognitively light.
Don't fight this. Don't schedule demanding meetings or complex decisions the day after a hyperfocus session.
Build recovery into the plan the way an athlete builds rest days into a training program. The hyperfocus crash is
not a bug — it's the metabolic cost of running your brain at redline for an extended period.

The 9 PM rule. No hyperfocus past 9 PM unless you've explicitly decided to sacrifice tomorrow. ADHD
hyperfocus crashes through normal sleep cues like a truck through a road barrier. Your brain will not tell you it's 2
AM. Set a hard line in the evening — an alarm, a screen-time lock, a physical timer in another room — or accept
that the next day is destroyed. There is no version of "I'll just finish this one thing" that ends at a reasonable hour

during a hyperfocus session.



Hyperfocus debt is always repaid. An 8-hour deep dive will cost you the next day. A 12-hour session costs you
two. This isn't a moral judgment; it's neurochemistry. The dopamine and norepinephrine that fueled the session
need to be replenished. You can't shortcut this with caffeine or willpower. Plan for the crash and the crash

becomes a feature (scheduled recovery) instead of a bug (unplanned collapse).

The Tab Problem and the Tangent File

The classic ADHD failure mode in the AI age: a learning project starts with one tab, ends with 47 tabs across three
windows, and you haven't actually learned anything because every interesting tangent spawned three more
tangents. AT accelerates this trap dramatically because it's an infinite tangent generator — every answer contains

three new interesting threads you could pull.

The countermeasure is a tangent file. This is a single note — a text file, a paper notebook page, a dedicated
section in your project doc — where you capture every interesting tangent with a one-line description. The rules:
1. When something interesting comes up that's not on the current path, paste it into the tangent file
2. Write one line about why it seemed interesting
3. Do not pursue it now
4. Promise yourself you'll come back to it during the monthly tangent review
5. Return to the task you were doing before the tangent appeared
The promise is the mechanism. It lets your brain release the tangent without the anxiety of losing it. Without the

tangent file, your brain holds the tangent in working memory ("don't forget this!"), which splits your attention,

which triggers another tangent, which spirals.

Most tangents you write down, you'll never come back to — and that's correct. They weren't actually that
important; they just felt urgent in the moment. The 10-15% that survive the monthly review are genuinely worth

pursuing, and now they're documented and ready for their own MAP phase instead of cluttering the current one.

Sleep and Energy Management

This section isn't in most learning guides. It should be. For ADHD brains, sleep is not a nice-to-have. It's the

single most important variable in whether any system works or not.

Why ADHD makes sleep harder: Delayed sleep phase syndrome is common in ADHD — your circadian rhythm
runs 1-3 hours later than average. Hyperfocus actively overrides sleep cues. Racing thoughts at bedtime prevent

onset. The stimulant medications many ADHD adults take have half-lives that interfere with evening wind-down.

Why poor sleep makes ADHD worse: Sleep deprivation degrades executive function in everyone. In ADHD
brains, executive function is already the bottleneck. One bad night takes your already-thin executive function
buffer to zero. Two bad nights make the Protocol impossible to execute — not because you're weak, but because

the hardware is literally operating below minimum spec.

The non-negotiable sleep rules



Fixed wake time, 7 days a week. This is more important than a fixed bedtime. Your circadian rhythm anchors to

when you wake up. Pick a time and hold it within 30 minutes every day, weekends included.

No screens in the last 30 minutes before bed. The light matters less than the content. Your brain will find
something interesting on a screen and hyperfocus through your sleep window. Paper book, audio, journaling —

anything that doesn't have an infinite scroll.

Al as wind-down partner. This is one of the few acceptable evening Al uses: "I'm winding down for bed. Help
me do a brain dump. I'm going to tell you everything that's bouncing around in my head right now, and you're
going to organize it into a list I can pick up tomorrow morning." Getting the racing thoughts out of your head and

into a system lets your brain release them.

Protect the post-hyperfocus day. If you had a deep dive yesterday, today is not the day to fight the Protocol.
Today is the day for light tasks, administrative catch-up, the tangent file review. Treat it as deliberate recovery, not

failure.

Al as Double-Edged Sword

Al is simultaneously the best learning tool ever built and the fastest path to productive-feeling procrastination.

This paradox is specific to ADHD brains because they're drawn to novelty, and Al is a novelty machine.

The failure mode: asking Al to explain something you could have tried yourself feels like learning. It isn't — it's
consumption. Reading Al-generated summaries of material you never engage with feels like preparation. It isn't
— it's avoidance with intellectual camouflage. Spending two hours refining a prompt instead of attempting the
actual task feels like optimization. It isn't — it's a sophisticated form of procrastination that your brain disguises
as productivity.

The line is clean: if you're consuming Al output, you're probably procrastinating. If you're producing
output and using Al to sharpen it, you're learning.

The test: at the end of a work session, can you point to something you created, not something you read? If the

answer is no, the session was consumption, regardless of how much you feel you learned.

Use Al in response to your own attempts, not as a replacement for them. Attempt first. Fail. Then bring the failure

to Al The struggle is the learning; Al is the coach who shows up after the struggle, not instead of it.

The consumption vs. creation checklist
Ask yourself every 30 minutes:

e Am I reading Al output or creating my own output?
» Did I attempt this before asking AI?
« Is this prompt moving my sequence forward or is it a tangent?

e Would I put what I just learned into my capture log, or was it just interesting?

If two or more answers are unfavorable, you've drifted. Capture the tangent, close the chat, return to the sequence.



Anti-Patterns and Failure Modes

These are the failure modes specific to ADHD generalists using Al. Each one looks productive while it's killing

your project. Learn to recognize them early.

1. The Infinite MAP

Symptom: You've spent 8 days on Phase 1, your meta-map is 14 pages long, and you haven't actually started

learning anything.

Cause: MAP is intellectually pleasurable for ADHD generalist brains — it's all novelty, no execution. You can
stay in the research phase forever and feel productive because you're constantly discovering interesting things.
Your brain rewards the discovery without distinguishing it from the execution.

The trap: MAP gives you the illusion of progress without requiring you to confront the discomfort of being bad

at something new. It's learning about learning, not learning.

Fix: Hard cap MAP at 3 hours. Set a timer. When it goes off, your map is done — even if it feels incomplete. Ship
what you have and move to CUT. You'll refine the map naturally as you actually learn the domain. A imperfect
map that leads to action beats a perfect map that leads to more mapping.

2. The Curriculum Trap

Symptom: Al gave you a 12-week curriculum and you're determined to complete the whole thing in order, even

though you could ship the actual project after week 3.

Cause: Al's default is to give you the comprehensive textbook curriculum because that's what its training data is
full of — syllabi, course outlines, complete learning paths. Comprehensive curricula are designed for institutions

that need standardized assessment, not for builders who need proficiency.

The trap: Completing a curriculum feels like progress. It feels responsible. It feels like what a serious person
would do. But if your goal is to ship a project, and you can ship it after learning 30% of the curriculum, the

remaining 70% is procrastination with a diploma.

Fix: Re-run the CUT phase. Ask the AI: "What's the smallest possible curriculum that would get me to functional
proficiency for [my specific project]?" Trust the smaller answer more than the comprehensive one. You can

always come back for the rest later — and you'll learn the rest faster because you'll have a real project as context.

3. The Sycophant Loop

Symptom: Every time you show Al your work, it tells you it's great. You feel good. Your work is mediocre and
you don't know it.

Cause: Al is trained to be agreeable. Without an explicit instruction otherwise, it errs toward encouragement. It
will find something nice to say about almost anything you show it. This is the single most dangerous failure mode
in Al-assisted learning, because it feels like validation while it's actually stunting your growth.



The trap: You never develop calibration for quality. You think you're proficient when you're still a beginner. You
ship work that experts would critique, but you've never heard the critique because your Al tutor has been telling
you you're doing great.

Fix: Hardcode the Critic role before every feedback request. "Default to skepticism. Don't tell me anything I
produced is good unless it actually is. Find three concrete weaknesses or tell me there are none — but don't make
some up to be helpful and don't soft-pedal the real ones." Re-issue this instruction periodically; AT drifts back to

encouragement like a compass drifts toward magnetic north.

4. The Tab Spiral

Symptom: 47 tabs open, 3 chats running in parallel, you're 6 tangents deep, you don't remember the original

question that started the session.

Cause: ADHD novelty drift, amplified by AI as an infinite tangent generator. Every interesting answer contains

three more interesting threads. Your brain follows them reflexively.

The trap: It feels like broad learning. It's actually scattered consumption. You end the session knowing fragments

of 12 topics and being proficient at none of them.

Fix: Before every learning session, write your one objective on paper (physical paper — the act of writing
engages a different circuit than typing). Set a 90-minute alarm. When it fires, look at the paper and ask: "Am I still

on this?" If not, capture the tangent in your tangent file and return.

5. The Hallucination Embed

Symptom: You confidently learned something that isn't true because the Al was confidently wrong.

Cause: Al hallucinates. It always will, to some degree. Hallucinations are most dangerous on specific facts
(names, numbers, dates, citations) and on niche topics where there's less training data. The hallucinations are

presented with the same confidence as accurate information, which means your brain stores them identically.

The trap: You build subsequent learning on a false foundation. Every concept stacked on top of the hallucination
is now subtly wrong. You don't discover the error until a real-world situation exposes it, often at the worst possible

moment.

Fix: Use verifiable prompts whenever the answer needs to be reliable. "Give me the primary source for this claim.
Quote a specific sentence I can verify." Then verify it. Also: bias your inputs toward Lindy-tested sources where
consensus has been worked out over decades, and only consult Al directly on recent or niche material where you'll

naturally double-check.

6. The Permanent Beginner

Symptom: You've started 11 learning projects in the last 6 months and finished zero.

Cause: ADHD novelty addiction combined with the absence of stakes. Each new project gives the dopamine hit
of a fresh start — the MAP phase is exciting, everything is new, possibilities feel infinite. Finishing projects is
dopaminergically expensive — the novelty has worn off, the remaining work is detail and polish, and a new shiny

project is calling.



The trap: Your skill inventory never compounds. You have surface knowledge of many things and working

proficiency in nothing. You can talk about 15 domains but can't ship in any of them.

Fix: Stakes, ruthlessly. Don't start a learning project until you have a real, public, deadline-with-consequence
commitment for the deliverable. No stakes, no project. This filter alone will kill 60% of your would-be projects,
and that's correct — they were noise. The 40% that survive the stakes filter are the ones that actually matter to

you.

7. The Hyperfocus Crash

Symptom: You had a 12-hour deep dive, learned an extraordinary amount, and then disappeared from the project

for 5 days while you recovered.

Cause: Hyperfocus debt. The neurochemistry of an ADHD deep dive borrows from tomorrow. Every hour past
the 4-6 hour mark is borrowed time that must be repaid in recovery. You always have to repay it — the question is

whether you plan for it or get ambushed.

The trap: The project loses momentum during the recovery period. By the time you come back, the context has
faded, the enthusiasm has cooled, and the wall of awful for re-entry has grown. One spectacular session followed

by five days of nothing often produces less total progress than five moderate sessions.

Fix: Cap deep dives at 6 hours when you can. When you can't (because the hyperfocus hit and you're mid-flow),
set a hard stop alarm and accept you'll override it once — but not twice. Schedule a recovery day on purpose, not
by accident. Plan for the crash the way you'd plan for a rest day after a marathon training run. The crash is not
optional; only the timing is.



The Operating Rhythm

The Protocol describes how to learn one thing. The rhythm describes how to integrate continuous learning into a

working life without burning out or drifting. This is where the Protocol becomes a lifestyle, not a one-off project.

The Daily Rhythm

One deep block per day, ideally morning. 60-120 minutes of protected, distraction-free, deep-work time on
whatever your current learning project is. This is non-negotiable on weekdays. Not "when I get to it." Not "if I

have time after meetings." A blocked, protected, defended time slot.

Why morning: your executive function is a depleting resource. It's highest after sleep and degrades through the
day. ADHD brains deplete it faster than neurotypical ones. Put your most demanding cognitive work in the
morning and you're working with a full tank instead of fumes.

Why protected: if you don't protect it, it will be colonized. Email, Slack, meetings, and other people's urgencies
will eat your deep block because they feel urgent while learning feels optional. Learning is not optional — it's
how you compound your edge. Protect the block the way you'd protect a meeting with your most important client.
Capture log at the end of every session. Three sentences: (1) what you learned, (2) what's still fuzzy, (3) what's
next. Two minutes. This is not journaling — it's operational infrastructure. Skipping the capture log destroys the
SHIP phase because you won't remember what you learned well enough to do retrieval practice, and you won't

know where to pick up tomorrow.

The capture log also serves as a motivation artifact on hard days. Flip back through a week of logs and you can
see concrete progress that your ADHD brain would otherwise fail to register. Memory for your own competence
gains is unreliable — the log makes it visible.

Tangent file maintenance. Anything interesting that comes up during the session that's not on the current path

goes in the tangent file. One-line description. Don't pursue it now. Close the tangent and return.

The Weekly Rhythm

Friday review (20-30 min). Four questions:

1. What did I commit to learn this week?
2. What did I actually learn?
3. What's the gap between 1 and 2, and why?
4. What's the one thing I'm committing to for next week?
The gap question is the important one. If there's a persistent gap between what you commit to and what you

accomplish, something in the system is broken — usually the sequence is wrong, the sessions are too short, or you
don't have real stakes. Diagnose it. Don't just add more willpower.

Retention sweep (10 min). Run the quiz prompt against your retention list for active and recent projects. This is
the single highest-leverage 10 minutes in your week for compounding knowledge. Without it, you re-learn things

you already learned, which is the most expensive form of wasted time.



Sequence check (5 min). Look at your project plan from Phase 3. Are you on it? If not, why? Adjust intentionally

rather than drifting. Drift is the default state of an ADHD brain — intentional course-correction is the antidote.

The Monthly Rhythm

Tangent file review. Open the tangent file from the past month. Read through every entry. Most of them you'll
happily delete — the urgency was completely illusory. The 10—15% that still feel important after a month of
cooling off become candidates for next month's learning project. They've passed the Lindy test at the smallest

scale — they survived a month of neglect, which means they're probably genuinely important.

Project ledger update. What did you ship this month? What did you learn? What's the cumulative inventory of
capabilities you can legitimately claim now that you couldn't a year ago? This list is your moat. It's also your

antidote to imposter syndrome — when the voice in your head says "you're a fraud who doesn't know anything,

the project ledger is your evidence to the contrary.

The Quarterly Rhythm

Strategic review. What capabilities does the next quarter of your life or business actually need? What learning
project would be highest-leverage to start? What should you stop pretending you're going to learn? That last
question is the hardest and the most valuable. Kill the zombie projects that have been "on the list" for 6 months

without progress. They're consuming mental energy without producing results.

Skill stack mapping. Look at your full set of working proficiencies. Are there 2—3 of them that, combined, give
you a unique capability nobody else has? That combination is where your generalist edge becomes a true moat. A
person who understands marketing AND can code AND knows regulatory compliance is rarer and more valuable
than someone who's excellent at any one of those in isolation. Lean into your unique combinations deliberately.
The Protocol's job is to make new combinations possible; the quarterly review's job is to identify which

combinations are most valuable.



Appendix — One-Page Cheat Sheet

The premise: ADHD generalist + Al + 80/20 = a category of one. Lean into all three.
The Protocol:

e MAP (1-3 hrs): Build the meta-map. Boundaries, sub-areas, canonical names, vocabulary, what proficiency
looks like.

e CUT (1 hr): Find the 20% that produces 80% of the outcome. Apply Lindy and via-negativa filters.

o SEQUENCE (30 min): Order the 20% for the earliest possible visible win (day 5-7).

o DRILL (cycle): Direct attempts + Al as Tutor / Sparring Partner / Critic / Feynman partner. Active retrieval

over passive reading.

o SHIP: Stakes (public deadline), retrieval at 1/3/7/21 days, teach the material in writing or conversation.
ADHD operating principles:

« Engineer dopamine hits: small wins, visible progress, novelty in framing

e Use Al as body double for initiation

 Cap hyperfocus at 6 hours; plan recovery

» Tangent file for everything not on the current path
Anti-patterns to avoid:

Infinite MAP - Curriculum trap - Sycophant loop - Tab spiral - Hallucination embed - Permanent beginner -

Hyperfocus crash
The non-negotiables:
« No project starts without stakes
» No session ends without a capture log
o Al defaults to skeptic, never to encourager

» Earliest visible win lives by day 5-7 or the project is mis-sequenced



Closing

Who This Guide Is For

This guide is for the person who's been told their whole life that they need to pick one thing and stick with it —
and never could. Not because of a lack of discipline, but because their brain is wired to see connections

everywhere, to chase the interesting thread, to build across domains instead of burrowing into one.

It's for the person who's opened 47 browser tabs researching a topic, felt the rush of pattern recognition across
three unrelated fields, generated five business ideas before breakfast, and then been told by a well-meaning

therapist or manager or spouse that they need to "focus."

It's for the builder who has seven half-finished projects and feels like a failure, when the real problem is that
nobody taught them how to channel a multi-threaded brain in a world that was designed for single-threaded

people.

The world finally caught up to that brain. AT handles the execution tax. The economy rewards range. The 80/20
filter turns scattered curiosity into systematic proficiency. And the Protocol gives you a repeatable process for

converting interest into capability, fast enough to keep your brain engaged.

You don't need to become a different person. You need to become the organized version of the person you already

are — and let AT handle the organizing.

What to Do Tomorrow Morning

Not next week. Not after you finish reading five more books about learning. Tomorrow.

1. Pick one domain you've been meaning to learn — the one that keeps nagging at you

2. Run the MAP prompt (page back to Phase 1) for 90 minutes. Set a timer. Stop when it rings.

3. Run CUT. Apply the Pareto knife. Get your Tier 1 list.

4. Build your SEQUENCE. Where's the earliest visible win? Put that first.

5. Start DRILL by day 2. Attempt the first thing in your sequence. Fail at it. Bring the failure to Al. Learn.

6. Open your tangent file. It should be empty on day 1. By day 3 it won't be.
That's it. No 12-week prerequisite plan. No required reading. No certification. No permission needed from anyone
— not your boss, not your spouse, not your therapist, not your inner critic.

The Protocol is a tool. Tools don't work sitting in a drawer. Pick it up tomorrow morning and use it on something

real.

The Compound Effect

One learning project completed with the Protocol adds one working proficiency to your stack. Two projects add
two. After a year of running one project per month — with some months being two-week sprints and some being
six-week deep dives — you have 8-12 new working proficiencies.



Those proficiencies compound. Each new one combines with all the previous ones. A person who understands
marketing AND web development AND copywriting AND API integrations AND data analysis can see
opportunities and build solutions that a specialist in any one of those fields cannot even conceive of.

This is the generalist's edge. Not breadth for its own sake. Breadth that compounds into unique capability. The

Protocol is the engine that makes the compounding possible at speed.

Run it. Trust the brain you have. Build.

The Generalist's Edge: An Operating Manual for Neurodivergent Builders
Nathaniel Ratcliff

NAR Enterprises LLC

narenterprisesllc2024@gmail.com

Copyright © 2026 NAR Enterprises LLC. All rights reserved.

Recommended Reading

If you want to go deeper into the sources behind this guide, these are the highest-leverage reads. Most follow

Lindy — they've been valuable for 5 to 50 years.

On Generalist Thinking

David Epstein — Range: Why Generalists Triumph in a Specialized World (2019). The empirical case for
breadth. Read the first three chapters; the rest is supporting evidence. If you read one book from this list, read this

one — it's the foundation for everything in Part I.

Freeman Dyson — "Birds and Frogs" essay (2009). Free online. The bird-and-frog metaphor in its original
form. Short, beautiful, worth re-reading annually.

On 80/20 and Leverage

Richard Koch — The 80/20 Principle (1997, updated 2017). The canonical text on Pareto applied to life and

work. Read it for the mindset shift, not for the specific examples (which are dated).

Tim Ferriss — The 4-Hour Chef (2012). The DiSSS and CaFE meta-learning frameworks applied to skill
acquisition. Skip the recipes — read it as a meta-learning book disguised as a cookbook. The SEQUENCE phase

of the Protocol draws directly from Ferriss's DiSSS framework.

Nassim Taleb — Antifragile (2012). Especially the via negativa chapters. Improvement by subtraction is one of

the most powerful ideas in this guide, and Taleb articulates it better than anyone.

On Accelerated Learning

Scott Young — Ultralearning (2019). The nine principles of self-directed accelerated learning. The strongest
single book on the topic. Pair with his blog post "22 Thoughts on Using Al to Learn Better" (2025) for Al-specific
updates that bring the book into the current era.



Peter Brown, Henry Roediger & Mark McDaniel — Make It Stick (2014). Cognitive science on retrieval,
spacing, interleaving, and desirable difficulty. The empirical foundations under everything in DRILL and SHIP.
Dense but essential — the research it cites is the reason retrieval practice works.

Barbara Oakley — A Mind for Numbers (2014). Especially the chapters on focused vs. diffuse mode. A useful
complement to ADHD-aware practice because it explains why stepping away from a problem sometimes produces
breakthroughs that grinding doesn't.

On ADHD Specifically

Edward Hallowell & John Ratey — Driven to Distraction and ADHD 2.0. The clinical foundation, written for
ADHD readers and consequently readable (unlike most clinical texts). Start with ADHD 2.0 for the modern take.

Russell Barkley — anything by him on YouTube (free), or Taking Charge of Adult ADHD. The best resource
on the executive-function angle. Barkley explains the neuroscience in a way that's practical without being dumbed

down.

On Working With Al

Ethan Mollick — Co-Intelligence (2024). The most clear-headed practical book on integrating Al into creative
and knowledge work. Especially good on the skeptic-default and verification habits that prevent the Sycophant

Loop and Hallucination Embed anti-patterns.



Your First Project — A Step-by-Step Walkthrough

If you've read this far and you're ready to start but still feel a slight resistance (that's the wall of awful — see Part
I1I), here's the explicit, no-ambiguity version of how to run your first Protocol project. This is the 5-minute-task

version of starting.

Before You Start (10 Minutes)

1. Pick a domain. Not the biggest one. Not the most impressive one. Pick the one where you have a real project
that needs real capability in the next 30 days. If nothing comes to mind, pick the one you keep thinking about

at 11 PM when you should be sleeping.

1. Define your specific outcome. Not "learn machine learning" — that's a field, not an outcome. "Build a
classification model that predicts customer churn for my business" — that's an outcome. The more specific,
the better CUT and SEQUENCE will work.

1. Set a stake. Tell someone — a friend, a client, a social media audience, your accountability partner — that
you will deliver [specific artifact] by [specific date]. If you can't think of a stake, the project isn't important

enough. Pick a different one.

1. Create three files:

2. domain-map.md — for the MAP output

3. learning-log.md — for the daily capture log
4. tangents.md — for the tangent file

That's it. You're ready.

Week 1: MAP — CUT - SEQUENCE - First Win

Day 1, Session 1 (90 min): Run the MAP prompt. Copy the output into domain-map.md . Push back on

anything generic. Run the second pass to find the real 20%.

Day 1, Session 2 (60 min): Run the CUT prompt. Get your Tier 1 list. Run the three cross-checks (practitioner
test, reverse test, survivorship test). Pin the final list somewhere you'll see it daily.

Day 2 (30 min): Run the SEQUENCE prompt. Get your numbered plan with the earliest visible win identified.

Days 3-5 (60—90 min/day): DRILL. Follow the sequence. Use Al as Tutor when you hit a wall, Sparring Partner
when you need practice, Critic when you produce output. Write three sentences in learning-log.md at the

end of each session.

Day 5-7: Ship the earliest visible win. It doesn't have to be good. It has to exist. Show it to someone. The

dopamine from shipping a real thing fuels the next two weeks.

Weeks 2-3: DRILL - SHIP



Continue following the sequence. Each day: attempt — Al assist — capture log. Each week: Friday review,

retention sweep, sequence check.
By the end of week 3, you should have:

» A shipped artifact that demonstrates real capability

o Aretention list with a review schedule

« A teaching artifact (blog post, internal doc, video)

» A tangent file full of interesting things you successfully did not pursue

If you have all four, you've completed your first Protocol project. Run another one next month. Within a year,

you'll have 8-12 new working proficiencies, and the compound effect will be visible to everyone around you.

None of this is a magic system. Magic systems don't exist. What this is, is a stack of empirically-supported
practices arranged in a way that takes advantage of how your particular brain actually works, in a moment when

the tools have caught up.

The thing you've been doing — generating ideas faster than you can execute them, learning across domains
because everything is interesting, refusing to commit to one narrow specialty — that wasn't a bug. It was an early

bet on a world that just arrived.

That's you. Use the protocol. Trust the brain you have. Build.



