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Beyond the 
Prompt.
Finding and following the golden thread in long-duration, AI-

centric GIS projects.

Tim Rawson · Software Engineer



L I V E  ·  N O W



In case demo the breaks…
breaks….

.



Building the skeleton – the eyes and hands.
-Architect the blueprint 

-wire the connectors

-activate the brain

AI can teach you. And what it teaches you changes what you think is possible.



S E T T I N G  T H E  C O N C E P T

The Golden Thread.

Every long-duration project needs a through-line 

When AI is doing most or all of the work, that thread is 

what keeps you and the model aligned.

Like navigating terrain: set an azimuth, identify waypoints, travel, reassess, correct, continue.

This talk is one project's story. The thread will show up in every chapter.

Enables pivot, stall, regress, and still push forward.



Learning what AI can do – How I started.
A software engineer, an occasional ArcGIS Pro user, and a single question: could AI help 
me work with Pro?

T H E  A M B I T I O N

Learn the kitchen sink — not a beginner's tutorial.

MCPs, skills, agents

Various Data-retrieval methodologies

GIS + non-GIS data together – structured and unstructured

Use and ‘Tune’ Esri's GEOAI models 

T H E  P R E M I S E

Experience AI as:

Instructor

Builder

User

The thread starts before you know it's a thread. An idea. A plan. Or just curiosity.

Collaborator



AI designs the ‘Phoenix’ curriculum.

T H E  R E S P O N S E  A G E N T

A human-in-the-loop damage assessor — synthesizes spatial data 

(ArcGIS), financial records (SQL), and regulatory docs (vector DB).

T H E  F O R C E  M U L T I P L I E R

An automated admin assistant — data QC, metadata, and 

system-health monitoring for small GIS teams.

The first shape the thread takes is a plan. The plan may or may not change — the thread won't.



The CTO challenge.

T H E  S E T U P

Leadership liked the direction and 

capabilities.

T H E  A S K

Consolidate it. Make it real.

T H E  C T O

“This is a good start.  

I want to challenge you.  This is a great idea… 

focus this idea into a single project, unified, robust structure …

…

Don’t try to do everything"

Phoenix proved the concept. Pieces of an idea, proven patterns — but no clear destination.



Learning to use the Golden Thread

No plan survives first contact. The terrain continues to change as you move. Hold on to your thread

to your thread



Your level of control.

Security posture What you expose to the model. How you scope access. Boundaries set before you travel.

Building confidence Research, clear expectations, ongoing collaboration — not controlling every line.

Critical State pattern
Always understand current state before changing state. 

A coding pattern. A project pattern. A collaboration pattern.

You are the navigator — not the passenger, and not the micromanager.



Silent Failures – Orienting to the terrain.

Information + Instructions? 

Incomplete/Incorrect actions? 

Focus?

Continuity across contexts, models, and time?

Every prompt, action, reaction, teaches you about the model, the context, the abilities.

Abilities?

W H A T  D O E S  T H E  M O D E L  N E E D  T O  K N O W ?  W H A T  S H O U L D  I T  D O ?  
I T  D O ?  

‘ P L E A S E  E N S U R E  T H A T  E V E R Y T H I N G  W A S  D O N E  A C C U R A T E L Y  A N D  C O M P L E T E L Y ’

D O N ’ T  T A L K  A B O U T  T H I N G S  T H A T  A R E  N O T  P E R T A I N E N T  T O  T H E  T A S K  A T  H A N D

A  N E W  W I N D O W  A L W A Y S  R E Q U I R E S  C O N T E X T  T O  O P E R A T E  

C A N  A  M O D E L  D O  S O M E T H I N G  – A S K  I F  I T  C A N  O R  W H A T  I T  N E E D S  



Tokens – usage…

Learn to track your usage + understand billing

Learn about your model, your usage, your billing, your capabilities and uses.



Tokens - context…

The Context window – what the model sees

Overhead + Other stuff ??

Learn about your model, your usage, your billing, your capabilities and uses

and uses.

.



Tokens - models…

Learn about your model, your usage, your billing, your capabilities and uses

and uses.

.

Balancing token consumption v. model capabilities

- Effort

- Thinking

- Speed



Iteration is the path.

Evolve your prompt

Improve ONE thing each iteration

Research + synthesize 

Handoffs = continuity

Every prompt you write or action you execute teaches you to manage the next one better.

one better.

Manage prompts and file sizes

T H E  F E E D B A C K  L O O P



Managing ambiguity and drift.
Ambiguity is not a bug. It's the terrain.

Training data

TRUST, BUT VERIFY EVERYTHING

Start with what you know, verify as you go, continue to improve the process.

Use memory to reinforce behaviors!



Managing the flow.
When discovery outpaces planning… Slow down and triage… then adjust how you manage the path.

W H A T  A P P E A R E D  A L O N G  T H E  W A Y

ModelBuilder

Python console

UI automation – many Pro versions

Multi-model collaboration

“How do I build this?”

↓ became

“How do I manage what's being built?”

Define your level of control. Then give yourself and the model room to build.

Multiple Specialty Skills

Symbology



Set guideposts from failures.
Every checkpoint started as something that broke.

S I L E N T  F A I L U R E S

Learn to use AI to detect 

failures

Build a feedback loop.

T O K E N  
H E M O R R H A G I N G

Learn to watch your tokens. 

tokens. 

Learn where your tokens go.

go.

F I L E - S I Z E  C R E E P

Learn how AI reads files. 

Manage file sizes.

M O D E L  D R I F T

Documentation needs 

constant attention.

‘When in doubt, Ask!’

C O N T E X T  L I M I T S

What is Context

How it works

Develop Handoffs

A guidepost is a failure you learn from so thoroughly it becomes a checkpoint you never skip.



C H A P T E R  0 4  ·  W H E R E  T H E  T H R E A D  L E A D S

Curiosity + Experience = Knowledge
The original motivation for me to learn was massively successful.

Experienced AI capabilities as: 

A researcher

A planner

A collaborator

A user/consumer

An adversary (Tester)

Original Phoenix idea isn't dead. The thread allows flexibility to return to 

the original training plan or continue in new directions.

The strongest golden threads aren't technical or detailed. They have flexibility and can adapt.



T A K E A W A Y

The thread requires…

T I M  R A W S O N  ·  S O F T W A R E  E N G I N E E R  ·  D Y M A P T I C

Curiosity

Research

Planning

Consistency

Focus + Patience

Collaboration

Tips / Tricks / Lessons Learned
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