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BY J IM MOORE 
Working Smarter

Mainframe Help on
the Internet

I n 1997, I wrote a column about online help for mainframe
software. Revisiting this topic is long overdue, considering the

huge impact that the Internet has had on research, problem solving
and searchable, hyper-linked documentation formats.

In that long-ago column (“Killer Online Help Apps: MVS
Quick-Ref and BookManager,” Technical Support, April 1997), I
covered the ISPF tutorial, IBM’s BookManager collection and the
Quick-Ref product from Chicago-Soft. These are all still very
much in place and remain as valuable references.

However, a vast, new dimension to problem solving has arrived
by way of the Internet. This new dimension takes on many forms,
but one key element is that now, in addition to simple searching and
reading online documentation, you can also get assistance from
other people. You can also get this information in a reasonable
amount of time and with a good degree of accuracy.

HOW DO YOU LEARN?

Everyone has his or her own learning style. Some people prefer
a formal classroom setting. Others like a quick overview followed
by actually working hands-on with the material. Many people need
no formal training and learn almost exclusively on the job. Another
approach is mentoring, or having a senior-level, experienced worker
available to answer questions and direct people when there are new
concepts to learn.

All of these approaches are valid. You can accommodate all
learning styles by using the Internet. To get the maximum benefit
from Internet-style self-education, you should examine your own
preferences with regard to how you learn.

I will use myself as an example here. My preferred learning
style is to first “discover” something, usually by reading the
“What’s New” documentation that frequently accompanies new
releases. Then, I research it in the appropriate technical manuals.
Finally, I attempt to try using it in as close to a real-world envi-
ronment as I possibly can. Most of the time, following these steps
teaches me what I need to know. However, there are times when
I am stumped and need help from people who might have already
used the new feature.

For an old timer like me, many times, my approach can be
summed up with the following questions:

“How is this an improvement over the way we are doing things now?”
“What applications are there for this feature?”

“Will they be more productive and easier to use than current
methods?”
“Will using this cause any maintenance to existing environments?”

FIGURE 1: A GOOGLE SAMPLE FOR FINDING INFORMATION
ABOUT THE ALLOWABLE VALUES OF THE UNIT PARAMETER

FIGURE 2: A GOOGLE SAMPLE OF HOW TO FIND
INFORMATION ON A CICS LISTSERV OR NEWSGROUP 

The more specific you are with search terms, the more likely it will be that you will
quickly find answers to your questions. Using terms as broad as “JCL” or “UNIT” as
keywords produces far too many matches.

If you were interested in something other than CICS, simply substitute the phrase CICS
with REXX, ISPF, COBOL, etc.
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When attempting to learn new techniques,
languages and enhancements, it is frequently
very difficult to tell just how valuable a new
feature might be. On more than one occasion
in my career I have belittled some new fea-
ture of a database, language or whatever,
only to have to eat my words (and a bit of
crow) later on. I have learned to withhold
judgment on new software bits until I truly
grasp their value (or lack thereof).

YOU DON’T LEARN WITH YOUR
MOUTH OPEN

How true. In an Internet context, pure
listeners are referred to as “lurkers.”
Lurking, despite its ominous sound, really
means listening. A lurker could best be
described as a person who frequents
Internet help boards and list servers but
never posts any questions or answers. A
lurker merely lurks and soaks up knowledge
from the other people on the board.

Another type of user of Internet-style help
environments is someone who frequently
asks questions. I am unsure of the term for
this type of user. I will call them “speakers.”

LEARNING BECOMES EASY

In the best of these Internet learning
environments, it becomes easy to achieve a
nice balance between lurking and speaking.
In fact, the amount of information that you
can assimilate is amazing. In the past year
or so, I have picked up a number of new
techniques and concepts just from creative
lurking and observation.

The balance of this column will list some
of the environments that I have found most
valuable when it comes to getting main-
frame help on the Internet.

SEARCH ENGINES

The only search engine that I use any
more is Google (www.google.com). It is my
preferred search engine because of its sim-
plicity, speed and comprehensive reach.

As with any search engine, the real trick
is learning how to phrase your search terms.
In other words, if you are interested in
learning something about the UNIT JCL
keyword, do not use something as broad as
“JCL” or “UNIT” as the sole keyword. You
will be presented with far too many “hits.”

Instead, learn how to tailor the search
words and phrases to provide only the best

hits for your exact question. Figure 1 shows
an example of tailoring the search terms.

LIST SERVERS AND NEWS GROUPS

There are many choices here. In fact, I
would suggest that you do some research
before joining a list or a news group. How
can you do this research? Use Google, of
course! For instance, assume that you want-
ed to join a CICS list server but were unsure
about how to do so. Figure 2 shows a sam-
ple of locating a list server for CICS.

NaSPA also offers its members the ability to
subscribe to more than 25 technical list server
topics. To access, go to www.naspa.com and
click on “List Server.”

HELP BOARDS

There are a number of help boards on
the Internet that specialize in “MVS”
(OS/390, z/OS). My personal favorite is
www.mvshelp.com. It is a robust board with
all types and levels of user. I have learned a lot
from lurking (as well as posting) on this board.

Many people at mvshelp are top-flight
industry professionals. Others are long-time
MVS technicians who are willing to share
their expertise. There are also many novice
and junior level members who are seeking
answers to questions.

I suggest trying it out as an unregistered
lurker for a period of time, and if you enjoy
the give-and-take, register and join in. It
costs nothing. Figure 3 shows a sample
mvshelp help board.

MANUALS

IBM has led the way in making technical
manuals available on the Internet. IBM has

pretty much posted its entire vast libraries
of technical documentation on the Internet.
Other major players like Computer
Associates still require a password to access
product documentation.

The mvshelp site has direct links to the
more popular IBM manuals. If you are
interested in learning more about the IBM
hardware and software that you work with
but do not have access to current documen-
tation, a good place to begin is by navigating
to http://publibz.boulder.ibm.com/ and fol-
lowing the various links.

CONCLUSION

The real trick to getting questions
answered on the Internet is learning how to
do research. This primarily involves the use
of a search engine like Google to chase
down sources that might solve your prob-
lem or answer your question. Like anything,
you get better at this the more you do it.

In any event, it is up to you to do as much
legwork as possible before actually posting
a question to a help board or list. Many peo-
ple consider it bad form to post questions on
the Internet that could be easily answered
by reviewing available documentation or
searching archives.

You will be amazed at the quality of help
that you get from the user community if it
is apparent that you have exhausted all
other sources in your quest for an answer. If
you just go to some help board and ask a
question like: “What is the maximum value
a S9(4) COMP field can have?” do not be
surprised if you receive gentle (or not so
gentle) advice to “read the fine manual,”
commonly abbreviated RTFM.

Combining the best of all worlds, techni-
cians should learn how to search and navigate

FIGURE 3: A SAMPLE SCREEN SHOT OF THE MVSHELP HELP BOARDS
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through available online documentation to
find answers to their questions. Failing this,
they might ask more experienced mentors
with whom they work. If there is still no suc-
cess, a well-defined Google search is in order.

Finally, only as a last resort and with evi-
dence in hand of all your efforts, you can
always post a question to a list or help
board. I have asked and answered many
questions for people, and I feel better about
myself for doing so.  

NaSPA member Jim Moore is the president of
Concentrated Logic Corporation, a Glendale
Heights, IL-based software development firm
specializing in TSO/ISPF/PDF and database
design. He can be reached at
conlogco@attbi.com.
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