
Slop is a 
Skill Issue

The Engineering 
around AI Agents



$ whoami

● AI Engineer at Mercury 
Technologies

○ Background agents for the eng org

● Previously @ Nectry
○ w/ Adam Chipala

○ Nectry Product Agent

● Career:
○ Haskell Enthusiast 

○ Compiler Engineer for AI chips

○ AI Agent Engineer



I’m not afraid of AI taking jobs

I’m afraid of the slop 







Yegor’s Talk:
100k Devs across all company sizes

Most AI in Software Eng leads to rework

Sucks for Brownfield or Complex Tasks







General Sentiment

“Too Much Slop”

“Tech Debt Factory”

“Doesn’t work in big repos”

“Doesn’t work for complex systems”



“Maybe someday when
the models get better”



I’ve spent the last 
6 months building 

AI Agents



Context Engineering

Controlling the information 
that is injected into the 

context window



Context Engineering
 

getting the most 
out of today’s models





What is an Agent?



An agent is a person

An agent is a microservice

An agent is a chatbot

An agent is a workflow

An agent is tools in a loop



Agent = Model + Harness



What is a harness?

“Everything that is not the model”









Goals
Agents work well in our codebases

Solve Complex Problems

No Minimal Slop

Mental Alignment + Understanding



(Spend as many few tokens as possible)



the most naive way 
to work with coding agents





=the slightly smarter way…t





Even smarter: 

Intentional Compaction





What are we compacting?
File search output

Code flow understanding

Edits to files

Test/Build output

JSON Tool Responses



Why does context matter?





https://arxiv.org/pdf/2507.11538





https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/models-got-order-magnitude-better-following-one-year-laurie-voss-9fymc/

https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/models-got-order-magnitude-better-following-one-year-laurie-voss-9fymc/


Optimize Context Window For:

Correctness

Completeness

Size

Trajectory



Context Problems Ranked

Incorrect information

Missing information

Too much information



You have an 
instruction budget



The name of the game is that you 
only have approximately 170k of 
context window to work with. 

So it's essential to use as little 
of it as possible. 

The more you use the context window, 
the worse the outcomes you'll get.

https://ghuntley.com/ralph/ 

https://ghuntley.com/ralph/


“the dumb zone”







40% 50% is a good guideline

Depends on task complexity



How to avoid the dumb zone
i.e. how to “intentionally compact”



Inline compaction: 
Sub-agents

Sub-agents are not for “role play”,
they are for context management 





Ideal sub-agent response



Using sub-agents is one of the most 
effective ways to manage context 

in a single session…



Inevitably, you will
run out of space 

in the context window…





Frequent Intentional Compaction

Let’s build our ENTIRE WORKFLOW 
around context management



Three Phases:

Research → Plan → Implement



Goal:

Stay in the smart zone 
(< 50% context window usage)



Research

Understand how the system works

Find all relevant files

Find all relevant code blocks

Facts not Opinions









Plan

Outline the Exact Implementation Steps

Include filenames, lines, 
and code snippets

Explicit about testing steps



85+ 
instructions

+ claude.md
+ system prompt
+ tools
+ mcps



The wrong way



The right way



Good plans are:

Phase ordered

Vertically sliced

Explicit 



Horizontal Plans == Bad



Vertical plans == Good



Implement

Go write the code

"If properly planned, the implementation 
is easy and expected."

Keep Context under 50%





Please read the code



DO NOT OUTSOURCE THE THINKING

“the hard work of 
thinking can't be 

outsourced to AI, only 
amplified by it”



Isn’t this just
Spec Driven Development?

Yes, but…





SDD is writing a PRD first

SDD is using Verifiable Feedback Loops

SDD is treating the code like ASM

SDD is using a bunch of MD files while 
coding



So if SDD is hype-slop, 
“semantically diffused” 

what do I need?



Research == Compression

Planning == Leverage

Don’t Outsource the Thinking

Be wary of token burning slot machine



Research == Compression

Understand how the system works

Find All Relevant Files

Stay Objective



Agents need to be “onboarded”



Otherwise they make stuff up!







Docs at the repo root



Challenges w/ this approach

Underspecified

Too long

Incorrect





What about 
Progressive Disclosure?

Shard the info down the stack



Docs in each directory







You could make it part of your PR 
merge process to update this





The best approach

On-demand compressed context

(with steering)









Keep things Objective

Discourage opinions

Avoid implementation planning

Research == Compression of Truth



Planning == Leverage

Compression of intent





Each phase should be 
executed by a subagent

Each subagent should 
commit its changes

Each commit should be 
independently testable



Goal: 
Mental Alignment



What is code review for?



https://blakesmith.me/2015/02/09/code-review-essentials-for-software-teams.html 

https://blakesmith.me/2015/02/09/code-review-essentials-for-software-teams.html


Reading thousands of lines of 
code each week is hard



Reading 300 lines of an 
implementation plan 
makes it easier



If the plans are good,
that’s nearly enough



Catch misalignment early

Maintain System Understanding



PLEASE READ THE CODE



Goal: Leverage

You want high confidence the model 
will do the right thing

Checkboxes are not enough







You want compression of intent and
reliable execution





Review the Research and the Plans 
to achieve

Mental Alignment



Do not 
Outsource the thinking

This is not magic



You still have to 
read the plan





https://www.arthropod.software/p/vibe-coding-our-way-to-disaster 

https://www.arthropod.software/p/vibe-coding-our-way-to-disaster


Goal: Leverage







Sometimes 
Research → Plan → Implement 

is overkill





How much CTXE should you use?

Get your reps in

Pick ONE tool

Intuition doesn’t come from 
constantly min-maxing across models 

and tools 



People are calling this
RPI



Goal: 
2-3x Productivity Boost









But actually…













But why… ?

Before: 85+ instructions

After: 38 instructions



Questions
Research
Design
Structure Outline
Plan
Worktree
Implement
Pull Request

The Process

QRSPI



Derivation of QRSPI prompts left as 
exercise for the reader



won’t this just get 
bitter lessoned!?







https://boundaryml.com 

https://boundaryml.com


There is no magic Prompt

Focus on context engineering and 
instruction budgeting



https://github.com/humanlayer/humanlayer/tree/main/.claude/commands

https://github.com/humanlayer/humanlayer/tree/main/.claude/commands


THANK YOU



THANK YOU
(Please read the code)



And THANK YOU to HumanLayer

https://www.humanlayer.dev/

https://www.humanlayer.dev/


Contact info

thomas.w.dietert@gmail.com

https://x.com/tthomasdd

https://www.linkedin.com/in/tdietert



On Agent Swarms…

Bottleneck is your ability to 
ensure quality

10x speed doesn’t matter if its 
slop

Shoot for 2-3x



Good software engineering fundamentals matter now more than 
ever. 

Good software architecture allows engineers and agents 
alike to easily understand, matain, extend, or modify.

Frontier models are good at coding, but not good at 
thinking. You cannot outsource the thinking.


