Getting better results with AI
How you write a prompt matters. AI systems respond directly to the instructions they are given, so the way a request is framed can affect the quality, safety, and appropriateness of the output.
Clear, well‑structured prompts help the system understand what you are asking for, why you are asking for it, and how the response will be used.
This course is not about prompt engineering.  You could do a whole programme just on that! However, with the generative AI tools that most of us are using, or starting to use, understanding some basic tips for prompts will help us get the most out of them.

How to get the most out of AI tools
There are a number of things you can do to make sure AI responds in the way you need it to.
Being specific about what you need
Specific instructions reduce ambiguity and help the AI tool focus its effort on what matters most, increasing the likelihood that the output is relevant and immediately usable.
Giving context
AI tools have no information about who you are or who will read the output. Context allows the tool to tailor tone, depth, structure, and language to the situation, audience, and purpose, making the output more appropriate and fit‑for‑purpose.
Breaking complex tasks into small steps
Smaller, clearly defined steps lower cognitive load for the system, improve accuracy, and make it easier to check, refine, or redirect outputs as work progresses.
Iterating on the output
The first output is rarely the best. Iteration allows you to progressively shape the response, correct misalignment and sharpen quality, rather than expecting a polished result in one attempt.
Showing a problem
When something is wrong with an output, paste the specific passage back and say what needs to change. Your description of the problem is less useful than the problem itself.
Trying a different approach
If you are getting results you don't want no matter how many prompts you give, then sometimes it's best just to start again. You can also ask the AI to ignore all previous drafts, give clearer instructions and, if you can, provide an example of what you want.
Capturing work before closing
Before closing, ask the tool to summarise what was decided, what is still open, and what you would need to tell someone picking this up fresh. This supports both your next session and your agency’s recordkeeping obligations.

Using AI effectively
Below, Paddy runs through how he followed all the tips and tricks above to make sure his AI output was exactly what he needed (Note: This is not a real example and has been made up for the purposes of this learning).
Introduction
Paddy:
A new regulation requires households to separate food waste from general rubbish as councils prepare for nationwide organic waste processing. I have been asked to create public‑facing guidance that explains:
· What households need to do
· Why the change is happening
· What goes in food waste bins and what does not
· What happens if people get it wrong
The guidance must be plain language, suitable for a general New Zealand audience, and easy to turn into web content. I have decided to use AI to help.
Being Specific & Providing Context
Paddy:
I've decided to start with something general. I give AI the following instructions:
You are helping me write public guidance for New Zealand households.
Context: A new regulation will require households to separate food waste from general rubbish. Councils will collect food waste separately so it can be processed instead of going to landfill.
Task:
· Explain what food waste separation is
· Why this change is being made
· What people need to put in their food waste bin
· What should not go in the bin
· What happens if people don’t separate food waste correctly
Write in plain language, friendly but authoritative. Assume a general public audience. Keep it under 500 words.
The AI's response isn't too bad.
AI response:
Food waste separation means placing food scraps into a dedicated food waste bin instead of general rubbish. This helps reduce the amount of waste sent to landfill and allows food scraps to be processed into useful products such as compost or energy.
The change is being introduced to reduce greenhouse gas emissions and support a more sustainable waste system. When food waste breaks down in landfill, it produces methane, a powerful greenhouse gas. Separating food waste helps address this issue.
Food waste bins are generally for items like fruit and vegetable scraps, meat and fish leftovers, bread, dairy products, and plate scrapings. Packaging, plastic bags, and non‑food items should not go in the food waste bin.
It’s important to use the food waste bin correctly. Contamination can make processing more difficult and increase costs. If households regularly put the wrong items in the bin, councils may provide education or take further steps to address the issue.
By separating food waste, households play an important role in reducing waste and supporting environmental goals.
Paddy:
The issue that I have with this first response is that it is too high‑level, it assumes people already care about emissions, it isn't clear enough about what actually goes in the bin, the consequences are vague, and it's hard to reuse for FAQs or signage.




Iterating
Paddy:
Now that I have a good base to work from, I decide that I need to iterate and give it more instructions. The next thing I say to AI is:
This is fine but too general. Please rewrite it so that:
· It is more practical and instructional
· It uses everyday examples
· It clearly explains what happens if people get it wrong
Keep it plain language and under 500 words.
Again, the AI does a pretty good job.
AI response:
Households are being asked to separate food waste from general rubbish by using a food waste bin. This means putting food scraps into a separate bin instead of throwing them away with other waste.
Food waste includes things like fruit and vegetable peels, leftover meals, meat and fish scraps, bread, and dairy products. These items can be processed rather than sent to landfill.
Items that should not go in the food waste bin include plastic packaging, wrappers, glass, metal, and non‑food materials. Putting the wrong items in the bin can cause problems during processing.
The change is being made to reduce the amount of waste going to landfill and to make better use of food scraps. When food waste goes to landfill, it creates methane gas as it breaks down.
If food waste bins contain too many incorrect items, the contents may not be able to be processed properly. Councils may contact households to provide guidance on how to use the bin correctly.
Paddy:
I’m still not happy with this – it’s a great start but the information is jumbled together, ideas are repeated, and it doesn’t answer the actual questions people are going to ask. I think the problem is that the AI is being asked to decide the structure and the content at the same time. I think it's time for a different approach.
Trying a different approach
Paddy:
Sometimes, when you aren't getting what you want out of the AI tool, it's easier to start from scratch and break it down step-by-step. 
So, I asked I to restart this task with a different approach:
Ignore previous drafts. First, summarise the policy issue in simple terms as if explaining it to a colleague.
Max 5 bullet points.
AI response:
· A new rule requires households to separate food waste from general rubbish
· Councils will collect food waste separately for processing
· Food waste in landfill creates methane gas
· Correct use of food waste bins is important to avoid contamination
· Households will be supported to adjust to the new system
Paddy:
The next prompt I enter is: 
Based on that summary, list the main questions households are likely to ask. Use plain language.
AI response:
· What is food waste?
· What exactly goes in the food waste bin?
· What should not go in the bin?
· Why do we have to do this?
· What happens to the food waste after collection?
· What happens if I use the bin incorrectly?
Paddy:
Answer each question in 2–3 plain‑language sentences. Write directly for households in New Zealand. Do not add introductions or conclusions.
 
AI response
What is food waste?
Food waste is leftover food and food scraps that cannot be eaten. This includes items removed during cooking and food left on plates.
What goes in the food waste bin?
Fruit and vegetable scraps, meat and fish leftovers, bones, bread, dairy products, and cooked food all go in the food waste bin.
What should not go in the bin?
Plastic, packaging, glass, metal, nappies, and non‑food items should not be placed in the food waste bin.
Why do we have to do this?
Keeping food waste out of landfill reduces methane emissions and lets food scraps be processed into other products.
What happens to the food waste?
Collected food waste is taken to a processing facility instead of landfill.
What happens if I use the bin incorrectly?
Too much incorrect material can stop food waste from being processed. Households may receive guidance to help them use the bin correctly.
Paddy:
Using those answers only, assemble clear public‑facing guidance for a government website. Use headings, short paragraphs, and plain language. Keep it under 400 words.
AI response:
Separating food waste at home
Households are now asked to separate food waste from general rubbish by using a food waste bin. This helps reduce landfill waste and allows food scraps to be processed.
What goes in the food waste bin
Food scraps such as fruit and vegetable peels, leftover meals, meat and fish scraps, bones, bread, and dairy products should be placed in the food waste bin.
What should not go in the bin
Plastic, packaging, glass, metal, nappies, and non‑food items should not be placed in the food waste bin.
Why this change is happening
When food waste goes to landfill it produces methane gas. Separating food waste helps reduce this and supports a more sustainable waste system.
Using the bin correctly
Keeping the bin free of incorrect items helps ensure food waste can be processed. If problems occur, households may be given information on how to use the bin correctly.
Summary
Paddy:
And there we have it – I now have something I can work with.
Looking back, the real issue was that my initial prompt wasn’t structured clearly from the start. Because of that, the response I got was vague and hard to use. It wasn’t wrong – it just didn’t give the AI Assistant a clear job to do.
At first, I tried tweaking the output, but I was really just polishing something that didn’t have a solid structure underneath it.
So, I changed my approach. Instead of asking the AI Assistant to do everything at once, I broke the task into smaller, clearer steps. I started by checking it understood the issue, then asked it to identify the questions people would actually have, then to answer those questions clearly, and only at the end to pull everything together.
That’s when the output improved straight away. The AI Assistant gave me something clear, usable, and fit for purpose – not because it suddenly became smarter, but because I gave it a better‑structured job to do. When you’re unsure about a task, breaking it into steps like this is a practical way to test and refine outputs as you go.

Prompt templates
Depending on the task at hand, you can use the prompts below as templates. They will help you provide the context you need for AI to produce more accurate, relevant, and useful outputs. They should also reduce the need for rework or follow‑up prompting.
Summarising a document
I need help with summarising this content.
Please produce a bullet point list that does the following:
· Focuses on [key aspects or questions to address]
· Excludes [anything that should be avoided]
· Is suitable for [insert audience]
· Is no longer than [length constraint]
If you need to make assumptions, list them clearly before proceeding.
Tailoring the tone
Re-write this content in a more appropriate style for this context. The context for this task is:
· Role / perspective: [Insert role or viewpoint]
· Purpose of the output: [Insert purpose]
· Audience: [Insert audience]
· How this will be used: [Insert how/where the output will appear]

Making amendments
Revise the previous output using this feedback:
· What works: [briefly note]
· What doesn’t work: [be specific]
· What needs to change: [insert clear instructions]
Only adjust the parts identified. Do not rewrite everything.

When something isn't correct
The following excerpt needs improvement: [Paste exact text here]
The issue with this excerpt is: [Explain what is wrong - e.g. too vague, inaccurate, wrong tone, missing context]
Please rewrite only this excerpt to address the issue while keeping the rest unchanged.

If the tool keeps getting it wrong
Let’s restart this task with a different approach. Ignore previous drafts.
Use this example as a reference for what “good” looks like: [Insert short example, outline, or structure - real or hypothetical]
Now produce a new version of [output] that follows this pattern, adapted to [insert context].


Capturing your work before closing
Create a concise handoff summary that enables someone new to this work to continue without additional explanation.
The handoff should clearly state:
· What this work is about and why it exists
· Who it is for and how it will be used
· Key context, constraints, and assumptions that shaped it
· Decisions made or positions taken, and the reasoning behind them
· Outstanding issues, open questions, or dependencies
· Risks, uncertainties, or areas requiring verification
· Recommended next steps, including what should happen next and by whom (if relevant)
Write this plainly and neutrally, as a standalone record that could support handover, future editing, or record‑keeping.

Consider creating a prompt bank. This is a simple way to capture what works for you in your context. When you find a prompt that gives you good results, save it in a document with a short note about when and why it worked. Over time, this builds a reliable set of prompts tailored to your role, tasks, and context.





