Build Your Second Brain
with Al

A Practical Guide for Non-Technical Builders

You don’t need to be an engineer to build a personal knowledge system.

You need clarity about what you want, and the right Al tools to help you build it.



Build Your Second Brain with AlIA Guide for Non-Technical Builders

What Is a “Second Brain” — and Why Build
One?

A Second Brain is a personal system for capturing, organizing, and retrieving everything you
learn, think about, and work on. Think of it as a digital extension of your memory: a place where

your notes, ideas, bookmarks, project plans, and reference materials all live together and stay
findable.

You might already be doing a version of this with scattered notes in Apple Notes, bookmarks in
your browser, files in Google Drive, and tasks in a to-do app. The problem isn’t that you don’t
collect information. The problem is that it’s fragmented across a dozen tools, and when you need
something, you can’t find it.

This guide will show you how to use Al tools, particularly Al “coding agents,” to build a simple,
custom Second Brain tailored to how you actually think and work. You don’t need to know how
to code. The AI will handle the technical implementation. Your job is to be clear about what you
want and to guide the process.

What’s an Al coding agent?

It’s an AI assistant (like Claude, ChatGPT, or Cursor) that can not only answer questions, but
also write code, create files, set up websites, and build software on your behalf. You describe
what you want in plain language; the agent translates that into working software.

1. Start with Clarity, Not Tools

The single biggest mistake people make when building with AI is jumping straight into the tool
and saying “build me a Second Brain.” That’s like walking into a construction site and saying
“build me a house” without any drawings or preferences.

Al agents are powerful executors, but unreliable strategists. They’re excellent at following clear
instructions, and terrible at guessing what you actually want. If you're vague, the AI will fill in
the blanks with its own assumptions, and you’ll spend more time undoing its choices than you
would have spent planning.
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Write a simple brief

Before you touch any Al tool, spend 30—60 minutes writing a short document (even just a page)

that covers four things:

The problem youre solving. What’s broken about how you currently manage your
knowledge? Are notes scattered? Can’t you find things when you need them? Do you
forget important ideas?

Who it’s for. Just you? Your household? A small team? This changes the complexity
significantly.

What’s in scope for version 1. What does the simplest useful version look like? A place to
capture notes and tag them? A reading list organizer? A project tracker with linked
references?

What’s explicitly out of scope. This is just as important. If you don’t say “no calendar
integration for now,” the AI might build one anyway.

In the engineering world, this document is called a “PRD” (Product Requirements Document).

You don’t need to use that term or follow any rigid format. What matters is that you've thought

through these questions and written down your answers.

Use the Al to sharpen your brief

Here’s something most people don’t realize: Al is excellent at poking holes in your plan. Once

you’ve written your brief, share it with Claude, ChatGPT, or your preferred AI and ask:

Try this prompt:

“T want to build a simple personal Second Brain app. Here’s my brief: [paste your brief]. What
am I missing? What assumptions am I making that could cause problems later? What
questions would a professional product designer ask me about this?”

This back-and-forth dialogue often surfaces decisions you didn’t realize you needed to make. It’s

dramatically cheaper (in time and money) to discover gaps now than after the AI has built

something you don’t want.

2. Choose Your Tools

You’ll need two kinds of tools: an Al assistant to help you plan and think, and an AI coding agent
to build the actual software.
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For planning and thinking

Any conversational AI will work for the planning phase. Claude, ChatGPT, or Gemini are all
capable of helping you refine your brief, think through features, and explore ideas. Use
whichever you’re most comfortable with. This phase involves no code at all — you’re just having
a conversation.

For building

When it’s time to actually create your Second Brain, you’ll want an Al tool designed for building
software. You won’t need to understand the code it writes — but you will be the one directing the
process, making decisions, and checking the results. Here are the most accessible options:

« Claude (with artifacts, computer use, or Claude Code). Claude can write code, create
files, and build complete applications. If you're using Claude Pro or Max, you describe
what you want in plain language and Claude creates it. The “artifacts” feature lets you see
and interact with what it builds right in the conversation. This is the simplest starting
point.

« Cursor is a code editor with an Al assistant built in. It shows you the actual files and code
of your project, and the AI helps you modify them. It’s more hands-on than a chat-based
approach, but gives you more control and a better sense of what’s happening under the
hood. Many non-technical people find it surprisingly intuitive after the first hour.

« VO by Vercel generates visual components from text descriptions. It’s great for designing
how individual pieces of your Second Brain should look, which you can then bring into
your main project.

For your first version, Claude is the easiest on-ramp. You can always move to Cursor later if you
want more control. The quality of what you build depends far more on the clarity of your
instructions than on which tool you use.

What will it cost?

Most Al tools have a free tier or trial period, but for sustained building you should budget for a
subscription. A reasonable estimate:

« Planning phase (1—2 weeks): Free to $20/month. A basic Claude or ChatGPT
subscription is sufficient for all the thinking and planning work.

» Building phase (2—6 weeks): $20—100/month. A Claude Pro subscription ($20/month)
or Cursor Pro ($20/month) handles most building needs. If you hit rate limits or want
faster results, Claude Max ($100/month) removes most constraints.
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« Total for a simple MVP: $40—200 in Al tooling over 1—2 months. Hosting, code storage,
and your database are all free at this scale.

You'll also need somewhere to host your application and store your data, but we’ll cover that
next.

Getting your Second Brain online

When you build something with an Al coding agent, the result is a set of files that make up a web
application. To use it from your phone, your laptop, or anywhere else, you need to put those files
somewhere on the internet. This is called “hosting.” It sounds technical, but modern hosting
platforms have made it remarkably simple.

Here’s the setup that most solo builders use, and that your AI agent can help you configure:

A place to store your code

GitHub is a free service where your project files live. Think of it as a Google Drive for code.
When your AI agent builds something, the files get saved to your GitHub account. This also
serves as your backup — if anything goes wrong, you can always go back to a previous version.
Your Al agent can walk you through creating an account and connecting it.

A place to run your app

Vercel and Netlify are the two most popular hosting platforms for the kind of app you’ll be
building. Both have free tiers that are more than generous for personal use. The setup is
straightforward: you connect your GitHub account, point it at your project, and the platform
automatically publishes your app to a web address you can visit from any device. When you
make changes, it updates automatically.

Ask your AI agent: “Help me deploy this project to Vercel. Walk me through each step.” It will
guide you through the process, which typically takes about 10 minutes the first time.

A place to store your data

Your notes, tags, and settings need to live in a database. Supabase is the most Al-friendly option.
It has a generous free tier (more than enough for personal use), and Al coding agents work very
well with it because it’s widely used and well-documented.

The setup flow: create a free Supabase account, create a new project, and give your Al agent the
connection details. The agent will set up the database tables for your notes, tags, and categories
automatically.
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The complete free stack:

GitHub (code storage) + Vercel (hosting) + Supabase (database) = a fully functional Second
Brain running on the internet for $0/month. You'll only pay for the Al tool you use to build it.

Your Free Hosting Stack

Three free services that put your Second Brain on the internet. Your Al

agent can set up all three.

Total monthly cost: $0

& @ S

GitHub

YOUR BACKUP

Vercel
YOUR WEB ADDRESS

Supabase

YOUR DATA

Where your project files live. FEEDS Turns your files into a live READS Stores your notes, tags, and

Every change is saved as a

website you can visit from any

settings. Everything you save

— —
version, so you can always go device. Updates automatically in your Second Brain lives
back if something breaks. when you make changes. here, safe and searchable.
Think of it as: Google Drive
for your project — but with Think of it as: The post office Think of it as: A filing cabinet
an undo button for every that delivers your app to any in the cloud that your app
save. browser in the world. reads from and writes to.
° Free tier — unlimited repos ° Free tier — 100GB bandwidth ° Free tier — 500MB database
SETUP TIME WHAT TO SAY
About 30 minutes total Let the Al do the wiring

Create three free accounts, connect them together, and you're

live. Your Al agent walks you through every step — no technical say:

knowledge needed.

Once you have accounts, hand the details to your Al agent and

"Help me deploy this project to Vercel with a Supabase
database. Walk me through each step."

< You only pay for the Al tool you use to build. The infrastructure that keeps your Second Brain running — code storage,
hosting, and database — is completely free at personal scale. You'd need thousands of users before hitting any limits.
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3. Describe What You Want (So the Al Gets It
Right)

The difference between a frustrating AI experience and a productive one almost always comes
down to how you describe what you want. Here are the principles that matter:

Be specific, not vague

Instead of saying... Try saying...

“Make me a notes app” “Create a web app where I can write notes with a
title and body, add tags to each note, and search
across all notes by keyword or tag”

“Make it look nice” “Use a clean, minimal design with a white
background, dark text, and a green accent color.
Sans-serif font.”

“Add some kind of organization” “Organize notes into four categories: Projects
(active work), Areas (ongoing responsibilities),
Resources (reference material), and Archive
(done)”

Break big requests into small steps

Don’t ask the AI to “build my entire Second Brain.” Instead, work through it piece by piece.
Think of it like giving directions: “turn left, then go straight for two blocks, then turn right” is
much more useful than “go to the restaurant.”

A good sequence might look like:

1. First, create a simple page where I can write and save a note with a title and body.
2. Now add the ability to add tags to each note.
3. Add a search bar that lets me search notes by title, body text, or tag.

4. Create a sidebar that shows my four categories (Projects, Areas, Resources, Archive) and
lets me move notes between them.

5. Add a “daily capture” page where I can quickly jot down thoughts that I'll organize later.
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Each step should be small enough that you can check whether it works before moving on. This is
the most important habit to develop.

Always check the result

After each step, look at what the AI produced and verify it actually does what you asked. Don’t
just trust that it worked. Click every button, try every feature, look for anything weird. Al agents
are optimistic — they’ll say “done!” even when something is subtly wrong.

If something isn’t right, describe the problem specifically: “When I click ‘Save,” the note
disappears instead of appearing in my notes list” is much more useful than “it’s broken.”

4. The Build Loop

The most effective way to build with AI follows a simple cycle. Professional developers have
converged on this same loop independently, and it works just as well for non-technical builders:

In plain language, the cycle is:

1. Describe what you want next (one feature at a time).

2. Ask the AT to outline how it will approach the task before doing it.

Let the AT build it.

Check the result yourself — does it actually work the way you wanted?

If something’s off, describe the problem and let the AT fix it.

o g hw

Once it works, capture what you learned (“next time, remind the Al to also handle X”).
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The Build Loop

Build one feature at a time. Check it works. Capture what you learned. Each

Describe

Tell the Al what you want next — one
feature at a time, in plain language.

YOU LEAD

Check

Test everything yourself — not just
the new thing, but everything that
was working before.

YOU LEAD

cycle makes the next one better.

Plan

Ask the Al to outline its approach
before it starts building anything.

TOGETHER

Fix
Describe any problems specifically.

Let the Al correct them one at a time.

TOGETHER

o This is a loop, not a straight line

Lessons from Step 6 flow back into Step 1. Add them to your

Build

The Al writes the code and creates
the feature based on the plan.

Al LEADS

Capture Lessons

Write down what worked, what didn't,
and any new rules for next time.

YOU LEAD

so the Al gets better instructions every cycle.

This is what separates people who get increasingly better results from people who keep fighting the same problems.

YOUR JOB

Decide & verify

You choose what to build, check the
results, and capture lessons. The Al
never makes product decisions for you.

THE SECRET

Step 6 is everything

Most people skip it. But each lesson you
capture makes every future cycle faster,
cheaper, and less frustrating.

RULE OF THUMB

One feature per loop

Resist the urge to combine steps. Small
loops with quick feedback always beat
big ambitious ones.

< Without Step 6, this is just a to-do list. The feedback loop is what makes each cycle produce better output than the last.
You focus on Describe, Check, and Capture Lessons. The Al handles Plan, Build, and Fix. The system gets smarter together.

That last step, capturing lessons, is what separates people who get increasingly better results
from people who keep fighting the same problems. Every time you discover something the Al
gets wrong or forgets, write it down. You'll use these notes to give the AI better instructions in
future sessions.
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5. Teach the Al Your Preferences

AT tools don’t remember anything between sessions. Every time you start a new conversation,
it’s a clean slate. This means you’ll waste a lot of time re-explaining your preferences unless you
create a “cheat sheet” the Al can read at the start of each session.

In the engineering world, this is called a “constitution file” or “rules file.” For you, it’s simply a
text document that describes your project and your preferences. Here’s what to include:

« What you'’re building (one paragraph describing your Second Brain and its purpose).

« Design preferences (colors, fonts, style — “clean and minimal,” “warm and cozy,”
whatever you want).

« Features already built (so the AI doesn’t rebuild them or break them).

« Things the AI should never do. For example: “Never remove existing features when
adding new ones.” “Don’t change the color scheme unless I specifically ask.” “Don’t add
features I haven’t asked for.”

e Lessons learned from previous sessions (the notes you captured in the build loop).

At the start of each new Al session, paste this document in or attach it. This is your single
highest-leverage habit. The 10 minutes you spend maintaining this document saves hours of
frustration.

Here’s a filled-in example you can copy and adapt. It’s written as if someone is a few weeks into
building their Second Brain:

My Second Brain — Project Cheat Sheet
Last updated: Feb 14, 2026

WHAT I’'M BUILDING

A personal knowledge management app where I can quickly capture notes, tag them, organize
them into four categories (Projects, Areas, Resources, Archive), and search across
everything. Just for me — no collaboration features. The goal is a clean, fast daily
capture tool that helps me find things when I need them.

DESIGN PREFERENCES

e Clean and minimal — lots of white space, nothing cluttered

e White background, dark gray text, muted green accent color

e Sans-serif font throughout — nothing fancy or decorative

e The note editor should feel like writing in a notebook, not using software

FEATURES ALREADY BUILT

e Create, edit, and delete notes with title + body

e Add and remove tags on any note

e Search notes by keyword (searches title, body, and tags)
e Sidebar with four PARA categories; daily capture page
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NEVER DO THIS

e Never remove or break existing features when adding new ones

e Never change the color scheme or fonts unless I specifically ask

e Never add features I haven’t asked for — no “bonus” functionality
e Never switch to a different UI library or framework without asking

LESSONS LEARNED

o (Feb 10) When adding search, the AI broke the tag display. Always say: “don’t modify any
component you’re not directly working on.”

e (Feb 12) Asking for “a better layout” gave random results. Be specific: “move the
sidebar to the left and make it 240px wide.”

o (Feb 14) The AI tried to add a calendar view I didn’t ask for. Added “no bonus features”
to the Never list.

Your cheat sheet will start much shorter than this — maybe just the first two sections. It grows
naturally as you build. The Lessons Learned section is especially valuable: each entry represents

a mistake you’ll never make twice.

Pro tip:

Ask the Al itself to help you maintain this document. At the end of each building session, say:
“Summarize what we built today and any rules or preferences we discovered. Format it so I
can add it to my project cheat sheet.”

6. Avoid the Most Common Pitfalls

Pitfall 1: Trying to build everything at once

The most common mistake is describing your entire vision in one go and expecting the Al to
deliver it perfectly. Start with the smallest useful version. Can you capture a note and find it
later? That’s your version 1. Everything else is version 2, 3, 4.

Pitfall 2: Not checking the Al’s work

AT agents are confidently wrong more often than you’d expect. They'll tell you a feature works
when it doesn’t. They’ll quietly change something you liked while fixing something else. Always
test after each change.
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Pitfall 3: Vague instructions

“Make it better” is not actionable. “The search results should appear in order of most recently
modified, and each result should show the first two lines of the note body” gives the AI
something concrete to implement.

Pitfall 4: Marathon sessions

Even experienced developers find that about three hours of focused Al-guided building per day
is the sustainable limit. After that, your judgment degrades, you approve things you shouldn’t,
and you create problems that take longer to fix than the progress you made. Build in focused
blocks, take breaks, and come back fresh.

Pitfall 5: Not saving your work

If you've set up GitHub as described earlier, your code is automatically backed up every time you
push changes. Ask your AI agent to help you push your work at the end of every building
session. If you haven’t set up GitHub yet, make it your next step — losing a week’s work to a
computer crash is a pain you don’t need.

7. When Things Go Wrong

They will, and that’s normal. Even experienced builders hit problems regularly. The difference is
knowing how to recover. Here are the most common situations and what to do:

The Al broke something that was working

This is the most common frustration. You ask the AI to add a new feature, and it accidentally
changes something else in the process. The best defense is the habit from the build loop: test
everything after each change, not just the new thing. If something did break, tell the AI
specifically: “After the last change, the search feature stopped returning results. It was working
before. Please fix it without changing any other features.”

If things get really tangled and you're using GitHub, you can ask the AI: “Revert to the last
version that was working.” This is why pushing your code to GitHub after each successful change
matters so much — it’s your undo button.

You’re stuck and don’t know what’s wrong
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When something isn’t working and you can’t figure out why, describe what you see versus what
you expected: “I click the Save button and nothing happens. I expected the note to appear in my
notes list.” You don’t need to diagnose the technical problem — that’s the AI’s job. Your job is to
describe the symptoms clearly.

The Al keeps going in circles

Sometimes the AI will try the same fix repeatedly without solving the problem. When this
happens, start a fresh conversation. Paste in your cheat sheet and describe the problem from
scratch. A clean context often leads to a better solution than a long, tangled conversation where
the AT has lost track of what it’s tried.

8. A Realistic Timeline

Social media is full of people claiming they built an app in a weekend with AI. Those are demos,
not products. A demo works on the happy path for one user. A product handles edge cases, saves
data reliably, and doesn’t break when you use it in unexpected ways.

Here’s a realistic timeline for a simple but functional Second Brain, working on it a couple of

hours per day:

Planning 3—5 days Writing your brief, refining with AI,
deciding on features

Tool setup 1—2 days Choosing your building tool, getting it
running, setting up hosting

Core features 2—4 weeks Building the basic capture, organize, and
find workflow

Polish 1—2 weeks Fixing rough edges, improving the look
and feel, adding nice-to-haves

Total 4—7 weeks A simple, functional Second Brain you

actually use

This is dramatically faster than building the same thing without AI. But it’s not a weekend. The
speed comes from the clarity of your planning and the discipline of your build loop, not from
rushing.

© Mike Pilawski (www.mikepilawski.com) Page 13



http://www.mikepilawski.com

Build Your Second Brain with AIA Guide for Non-Technical Builders

Realistic MVP Timeline

Two paths to the same product. "Weekend MVP" narratives are demos, not products. Real MVPs
take weeks — the question is how many weeks, and how many agents.

2-3 paraliel agents - 3—4 hrsfday - total 2-3 weeks

WK 1 WK 2 L L] | L] WK & WK & WK 7 WK B L La WK 18 WK 11 WK 12 WK 13 WK 14

Research m 2 hrs/d
PRD [ Spec 3 hrsfd
Architecture m 3 hrsfd

Testing 2-3 d 3 hrs/d

Polish / Ship m 2-3 hrs/d
1agent at a time - 2-3 hrs/day - total 10-14 weeks

WK 1 WK 2 WK 3 WK 4 WK 5 WK & WK 7 WK B WK 9 WK 10 WK 11 WK 12 WK 13 WK 14

Research m 1-2 hrsfd
PRD | Spec m 2-5 hrsfd
Architecture m 2-3 hrsfd
Testing n 2-3 hrs/d
Palish [ Ship m 2 hrs/d

= THE MY¥TH + THE REALITY = THE CEILING

"I built an MVP in a weekend" 2-3 weeks with discipline ~3 hours of peak intensity

That was a demo, not a product. No auth, no error Multiple parallel agents, tight specs, strong The Dracula Effect: high-intensity agent
handling, no edge cases, no tests, no deployment constitution, and 3—4 focused hours per day. Stil orchestration is cognitively draining. After ~3
pipeline. It works on your machine for your one vastly faster than pre-Al timelines — but not a hours, decision quality degrades. Plan sessicns
happy path. weekend. around this limit.

The multi-agent path isn't just faster — it's often cheaper. Higher daily intensity compresses the subscription window. One month of Claude
& Max ($200) instead of three. The trade-off: you need stronger specs and a tighter constitution to prevent parallel agents from stepping on each
other.

9. Growing from Here

Once your basic Second Brain is working, you have options:

« Add Al-powered features. Ask the AI to add semantic search (finding notes based on
meaning, not just keywords), automatic tagging suggestions, or a daily summary of your
recent notes.

« Connect it to other tools. Link your Second Brain to your email, calendar, or read-later
app so information flows in automatically.
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« Share it. If your Second Brain solves a real problem for you, it might be useful to others
too. The same Al tools that helped you build it can help you turn it into something others
can use.

« Learn more about the building process. If you enjoy guiding Al to build software, the
original technical version of this guide goes much deeper into professional development
practices.

The most important thing is to actually use what you build. A simple system you use daily is
infinitely more valuable than a complex one you abandon after a week.

The Short Version

If you take nothing else from this guide, take these five principles:

Start with clarity, not tools. Spend an hour writing down what you want before you open any
AT tool. Your brief is the interface between your judgment and the AI’s execution. Skip it, and
you’ll build someone else’s vision of a Second Brain.

Build small, check often. One feature at a time. Verify each piece works before starting the
next. Al is fast, which means mistakes compound fast too.

Be specific in every request. The more precisely you describe what you want, the better the
result. Al doesn’t read between the lines. If you don’t say it, it won’t happen (or worse, it’ll
happen in a way you didn’t want).

Keep a cheat sheet. Maintain a living document of your project description, preferences, rules,
and lessons learned. Share it at the start of every Al session. This is your highest-leverage habit.

Protect your energy. Three focused hours of Al-guided building beats eight scattered ones.
Build in sprints, not marathons. A simple system you use every day beats a complex one you
gave up on.
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