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Start Here
You can use the first six chapters with a normal AI chat and a notes app. The later chapters introduce small software projects and connected tools. Try one example before moving on.
A few words you will meet
	Prompt: the instructions you give an AI.
	Model: the engine that produces its answers.
	Agent: an AI that can use allowed tools to work through several steps.
	Workflow: a repeatable series of steps.
	API: a connection that lets software exchange requests and results. It can have a separate bill.
	CLI: a tool controlled through typed commands. You may meet one when setting up a coding assistant.
	Prototype: an early version you test before relying on it.
	Git: a system that records file versions. A repository is a project it tracks; a worktree is a separate working copy.

Your first win
Choose one task you can check yourself. Use made-up or cleaned data, copy the matching prompt, and compare the result with the original. Save the prompt if it helps.
For the project-based examples later in the book, use the beginner’s setup guide at Zenborg.com/playbook. Start with the local calculator in Chapter 7.
What Can I Use AI For?
Not sure where to start? Choose one task below. Use a copy or made-up data, then check the result against the original. Each section number links to a worked example.
Everyday Work
Reply to a difficult email
Section 2.1 — A short draft in your tone. Check: Check names, dates, promises, and whether it answers the actual question.
Make sense of meeting notes
Section 2.2 — Decisions, owners, and next steps. Check: Check what was agreed and what was only suggested.
Fix a spreadsheet formula
Section 5.1 — One formula with an explanation. Check: Test five rows with answers you already know.
Read a long report
Section 3.1 — A short fact table with page references. Check: Check important facts on the cited pages.
Compare competitors
Section 3.2 — A side-by-side comparison. Check: Use the same criteria, comparable plans, and current sources.
Understand customer comments
Section 3.3 — Comments grouped by topic. Check: Check a sample of labels and the number of records.
Writing, Business, and Building
Explain a process to colleagues
Section 4.1 — A first draft of a how-to guide. Check: Follow every step as a new user.
Improve your writing
Section 4.2 — A clearer draft that keeps your voice. Check: Check facts, meaning, and wording you would actually use.
Prepare customer replies
Section 6.1 — A response based on your policies. Check: Remove any invented offer, exception, or promise.
Put invoice details in a sheet
Section 6.3 — A draft row of figures. Check: Compare every field and the arithmetic with the original.
Build a small calculator
Section 7.1 — A local browser demo. Check: Try known calculations, empty inputs, and unusual values.
Get one AI to check another
Section 12.1 — A plan, a draft, and a review. Check: Read the real output and the evidence for each check.
Introduction: The Practical AI Mindset

Most people meet AI through a blank text box. You open a website, type a question, and read the answer. For simple jobs, this feels useful. You might ask for a quick email rewrite, a plain-English explanation of a hard word, or a short recipe.

After a few weeks, many people hit a wall. Typing one-off questions into a chatbot can feel just as tiring as doing the work yourself. You copy text from your email, paste it into a browser tab, fix the answer, and paste it back. That does not save much time. When the novelty wears off, you may wonder if AI is really useful for daily work.

The difference between frustration and real help comes down to one idea: stop starting from zero each time, and build habits you can repeat.

This book is for people who want practical results: office workers, small-business owners, freelancers, and writers. You do not need a technical background. You do not need to change your whole workday. You only need a few simple habits and the tools you probably already have.

Beyond the Chatbot Box

When you chat with an AI tool, you are the middleman. You supply the background, type the request, check the result, copy it, and move it to where it belongs. You also have to remember what worked last time.

A better way is to treat the AI like a fast assistant that follows written instructions. You give it a short template, clear limits, and good examples. Then each new job takes a minute, not twenty.

Take a common task: answering customer emails. In a casual chat, you paste an email and type, "Help me reply nicely." The AI gives you three polite, generic paragraphs that sound nothing like you. You spend five minutes cutting and rewriting. You saved nothing.

Now try a short template instead. You tell the AI your business rules, show it two replies you liked, and set limits: under 100 words, friendly, direct. Now each new email gets a draft that is often close to ready.

That is the shift this book teaches: less improvising, more simple, repeatable habits.

Tools You Already Have

You do not need expensive software or a dozen subscriptions. Most of the tools you need are free, already built into apps you use, or easy to try.

In this book we use well-known tools:
	AI chat assistants: ChatGPT, Claude, and Gemini.
	Office assistants built into apps: Microsoft Copilot, Google's AI features in Gmail, Docs, and Sheets, and Notion AI.
	Tools that link your apps together: Zapier and Make.
	Tools for building software: Cursor, Claude Code, and GitHub Copilot (needed only in the later chapters).

Many people already pay for one or two of these. Our goal is to help you get the full value from them before you spend another dollar.

The Problem With Exaggerated Claims

If you follow tech news or social media, you have seen big promises: AI will take over whole jobs overnight, or multiply your output many times. These claims create two bad reactions. Some people expect magic. Others become cynical.

When someone expects magic and then sees a wrong fact or an awkward sentence, they often give up. They decide that if AI is not perfect, it is useless.

A realistic view works better. AI chat tools work by predicting likely words based on patterns in the text they learned from. That makes them good at summarizing, rewriting, translating, drafting, and sorting. They are weaker at checking facts, at careful math, and at jobs where your instructions are vague.

So treat AI as a helper that needs clear instructions and a human check. Do not ask it to think for you. Ask it to draft, sort, and format, following rules you set. Results vary, so always read the output before you use it.

How to Read This Book

Each chapter stands on its own. You do not need to read the book in order. Turn to the chapter that matches your biggest daily headache.


	
Part 1: Everyday Foundations (Chapters 1–4)
  How to choose tools, keep costs low, and save your best prompts. Then how to speed up email, meetings, spreadsheets, research, and writing.



	
Part 2: Data, Business, and Building (Chapters 5–8)
  How to understand your data without technical skills, run a small business with AI, build simple software by describing it in plain words, and how professional developers work with AI coding helpers.



	
Part 3: Automation and Teams of AI Helpers (Chapters 9–12)
  How to automate repeated jobs, use several AI tools together, get more from the subscriptions you already pay for, and run a small team of AI helpers with clear limits and your approval at every important step.





How Each Use Case Works

Every use case in this book follows the same simple pattern:
	Problem: The everyday headache.
	Tools: What you need. Usually free or common tools.
	Steps: A short list you can follow today.
	Prompt to copy: Text you can paste into your AI tool right away.
	Result: What a good answer looks like.
	Common mistakes: What goes wrong most often, and how to avoid it.

Each chapter ends with a short section on how AI agents can take over more of the work. An AI agent is an AI that can carry out several steps on its own, not just answer one question. After that come the key takeaways.

A Note on Tool Changes and Pricing

AI moves fast. New versions appear often, menus change, and prices shift. Do not try to memorize every button.

Focus on the habits that last: give clear instructions, set limits, show examples, and check the result. These work in any tool, today or in two years.

Your first step is to choose the right tool for each job. That is the topic of Chapter 1.
Chapter 1: Choosing Your AI Tools

Picking the right tools is the first step to useful AI. A few years ago there were only a handful of choices. Today there are dozens of AI apps, plans, and add-ons.

Without a plan, it is easy to collect random subscriptions. You might pay for several chat apps and writing helpers that all do the same job. This chapter helps you build a simple, low-cost setup using tools you may already have.



1.1 Pick the Right Model for the Job

An AI "model" is the engine behind a chat tool. Most companies offer several models in different sizes. Think of them like vehicles: a bicycle for short trips, a car for most trips, a truck for heavy loads.

Most companies offer three kinds:
	Fast models. Quick and cheap. Names often include "mini," "Flash," or "Haiku." Use them for sorting, simple rewrites, formatting, and quick drafts.
	Standard models. The main model in each app. Use it for good writing, longer instructions, and careful editing.
	Thinking models. Slower, because they work through a problem step by step before answering. Use them for hard logic, tricky math, or finding errors in complex material.

Using a thinking model to fix a comma wastes time. Asking a fast model to untangle a complicated problem can give you mistakes that are easy to miss.

Problem

You send every request to the biggest, slowest model, so you wait longer than needed. Or you use the fastest model for hard questions and then redo the work.

Tools


	ChatGPT, Claude, or Gemini. Each has a model picker, usually at the top of the chat window.



Steps


	Look at your task. Is it simple (sorting, reformatting), medium (writing, summarizing), or hard (many steps, careful reasoning)?

	Start with the fast model for simple tasks.

	Check the answer. If it is good, keep using the fast model for that kind of task.

	If it misses details, try the standard model. Move to a thinking model only for truly hard problems.

	Write down which model works for which task. A short note in your notes app is enough.



Copy this prompt to get a first list for your own tasks:

Here is a list of tasks from my week. For each one, tell me whether a fast model, a standard model, or a thinking model is the best fit. Give one short reason for each.

1. Turn a rough list of survey answers into a tidy list.
2. Write a careful reply to an unhappy client.
3. Find the mistake in a long, complicated budget.
4. Summarize a 45-minute call in three bullet points.
5. Compare three contract versions and spot the differences.


Result

You get a short list. Tidy-ups and summaries go to the fast model, the client reply goes to the standard model, and the budget and contract checks go to a thinking model. Treat it as a starting point and test it on your own work.

Common Mistakes


	Always choosing the biggest model. It is slower, and for easy jobs the answer is often no better.

	Feeding very long documents to any model and trusting the result. Long files can make an AI miss things. Ask for page numbers and spot-check.

	Judging a model on one easy test. Try it on three real examples from your work.





1.2 Write Prompts You Can Reuse

A prompt is simply the instruction you type to an AI. Most weak answers come from messy prompts. When you write a long, rambling paragraph, the AI has to guess which parts are rules and which are background.

A simple fix is to write your prompt in six short parts: who the AI should act as, the background, the task, the limits, your material, and the format you want.

Also remember that AI may not carry the right business details into a new chat. Memory features vary, so provide the facts that matter for this task. Give it only the background it needs. Too much extra information can distract it.

Problem

Prompts written on the fly give rambling answers that you must edit heavily before use.

Tools


	ChatGPT, Claude, or Gemini

	A notes app (Notion, Apple Notes, Google Docs) to keep your best prompts



Steps


	Role: Say who the AI should act as ("a friendly office manager").

	Background: Add only the facts needed for this task.

	Task: Write one clear sentence about what you want.

	Limits: Say what to avoid ("under 150 words," "no made-up facts").

	Material: Paste your text under a clear label such as "Details:".

	Format: Say how you want the answer ("an email with a subject line").

	When a prompt works, save it. Next time, just change the details.



Copy this prompt and replace the details:

Role: You are a clear, friendly office manager.

Background: Our billing system is being updated. Every team lead must check their project codes by Friday at 5:00 PM.

Task: Write a short email telling team leads what to do.

Limits: Under 175 words. Friendly and direct. No dramatic wording.

Details: Log in, open Settings, then Cost Centers, review the codes, and click Confirm. Questions go to the #finance-support chat channel.

Format: A subject line, then the email.


Result

You get a short email that opens with the main point, lists the steps in a few bullets, highlights the Friday deadline, and ends with where to get help. Always check names, dates, and steps before sending.

Common Mistakes


	Mixing instructions into your material. Keep your rules separate from the text you paste in, or the AI may miss them.

	Vague length. "Brief" can mean two lines or five paragraphs. Give a number of words or bullets.

	Not saving good prompts. Starting from a blank box every day wastes energy. Keep a "Prompts that work" note.





1.3 Free, Paid, and Pay-As-You-Go: Keep Costs Low

Most AI companies offer three ways to pay:
	Free plans. Good for trying things out and occasional questions. They have daily limits, and the best models may be restricted when many people are online.
	Personal paid plans. Plans such as ChatGPT Plus, Claude Pro, and Google AI subscriptions charge a monthly fee that varies by plan, country, and tax. You get higher limits, file uploads, and access to stronger models. Prices change, so check before you subscribe.
	Pay-as-you-go access. Meant for programmers and automations. You pay for exactly what you use, in small amounts. It can be very cheap for bulk work, but you need a tool or a helper to set it up. Chapter 11 explains it in more detail.

For most people working alone, one paid plan is plenty. Add a second only if you hit limits regularly.

Problem

Some people pay for several overlapping subscriptions they barely use. Others stay on free plans and get blocked at busy moments.

Tools


	Web plans: ChatGPT, Claude, Gemini (check current pricing)

	A simple spreadsheet to list what you pay for



Steps


	List every AI tool you pay for, with the monthly price.

	Next to each, write how often you used it last month.

	Keep the one you use most. Cancel tools that overlap or that you opened fewer than a few times.

	If you hit usage limits more than once a week, upgrade that one tool.

	If you ever set up pay-as-you-go access, check which spending controls are available first. Use a hard cap if offered, plus billing alerts; an alert alone does not stop charges.

	Put a reminder in your calendar every three months to repeat this check.



Copy this prompt to get advice on your own setup:

Help me decide which AI subscriptions to keep. I will list what I pay for and how I use it. Suggest what to keep, what to cancel, and what free option could replace each cancelled tool. Do not invent prices. Tell me to check current prices on each company's website.

My tools and monthly prices: [list here]
How I use AI in a normal week: [describe here]


Result

You get a short keep-or-cancel list with reasons, plus a reminder to confirm prices yourself. You decide.

Common Mistakes


	No spending limit on pay-as-you-go accounts. A mistake in an automation can run up a bill. Set a low cap from day one.

	Paying for overlapping tools. One good assistant usually covers most needs.

	Ignoring privacy settings. On some free plans, your chats may be used to improve the AI by default. Open the settings, look for a data or privacy option, and turn off sharing for anything sensitive. Never paste passwords, bank details, or other people's private data into any chat.





1.4 Connecting AI to Your Other Apps Safely

Many people want their AI tool to work with Google Sheets, Gmail, Slack, or Notion. Tools like Zapier and Make let you link apps together without




Problem


Tools


	Zapier or Make

	An AI company's developer account (for example OpenAI or Anthropic)

	Google Sheets (to collect the results)



Steps


	First, test your prompt by hand in a normal chat with five real examples (the prompt below).

	Use the connection method your automation service supports. If it needs an API key, create a developer account with your chosen AI company and make one key just for this job. Name it clearly, such as "lead-sorting."

	In Zapier or Make, choose the starting event, for example "new row in Google Sheets."

	Add the AI step from the official list and paste your key there. Never post a key in a chat or email.

	Paste your tested prompt into the AI step.

	Send the result to a new column in your sheet.

	Run five test entries and check every answer before turning it on.




Sort this customer message into exactly one group:
- Large company (100 or more employees)
- Medium company (10 to 99 employees)
- Small business (1 to 9 employees)
- Not a customer (job seeker, student, or a vendor selling something)
- Unknown (team size is missing)
If it is not a customer, use Not a customer regardless of team size. Otherwise use team size, not the size of its budget.

Answer with only the group name. No greeting, no explanation.

Company: Acme Distribution
Team size: 45 staff
Message: "We want to automate our daily inventory updates between Shopify and our warehouse system."


Result


Common Mistakes


	Automating your personal chat login with add-ons. It may break the rules and risk your account.

	Letting the AI chat freely. A friendly "Sure! Here is your answer:" ends up in your spreadsheet. Ask for only the answer.

	Keeping keys in a shared document. Treat a key like a password. Store it only inside the tool, never in an email or note.





How to do this faster with AI agents

Key takeaways


	Match the model to the job. Fast models for simple tasks, standard models for most writing, thinking models for hard problems.

	Use a simple prompt template. Role, background, task, limits, material, and format.

	Pay only for what you use. One paid plan is often enough. Review your subscriptions every three months.

	Respect the rules. Connect apps through official routes, and keep keys secret.

	Ask for only the answer in automations. No chatty extras, so your spreadsheet stays clean.
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