
Way back in April 1997, I wrote a
column on the use of online help
applications. I compared online

documentation systems to traditional paper
manuals and discussed what I think are the
best of the softcopy documentation systems in
the OS/390-z/OS environment. Recently, I was
mulling over how much things have changed
in the years since I wrote that column. There
have been a number of changes, enhancements
and improvements to online help applications
to justify a revisit to this topic.

ONLINE HELP IS NOW
WELL-ACCEPTED

Perhaps the biggest change over the last six
years is that almost everyone now accepts the
searchable, online forms of softcopy docu-
mentation as legitimate. Back in 1997 there
were still some holdouts and die-hard paper
manual bigots. While I still occasionally see
cabinets full of paper manuals in big three-ring
binders, they are nearly always untouched by
human hand. Nowadays, most day-to-day doc-
umentation usage and related problem solving
is done on a computer screen.

This is perhaps the single most important
change that makes a revisit to this topic appro-
priate. Or, stated another way: It is no longer
about comparing the relative benefits between
paper and electronic documentation but rather,
comparing the advantages of different types of
electronic documentation in different situations.

SPEED

It’s still all about speed—getting a question
answered or a problem solved as quickly and
accurately as possible. Using the primary tool
at hand, the computer, makes complete sense
here even if some might view it as “lazy.”

Balderdash, I say. Any available methods of
self-enlightenment are always valid, helpful
and completely legitimate. The real problem
that I repeatedly observe is that too many
technicians don’t refer to ANY documenta-
tion, in any format, frequently enough.

TARGETED HELP, SPECIFIC
PROBLEM SOLUTION AND
RESEARCH

There are several discrete reasons for con-
sulting technical documentation. Here is a
broad categorization of the three most common
reasons why documentation is used:

� Targeted Help—You have forgotten
some programming language syntax or
are attempting to use a feature that you
are aware of but have never used before.
I find myself frequently looking up the
COBOL INSPECT statement because of
its many different formats. The important
distinction here is that you are operating
within a narrow, targeted focus and need
to quickly see an example/explanation
so that you can correctly code the syntax
or choose parameters.

� Specific Problem Solution—This
always involves a problem of some kind,
usually an ABEND accompanied by a
message number or return code. The
goal is to locate a more complete
description of what is causing the error.
Frequently, even when a verbose
description is found in the documentation,
further effort is needed to analyze exactly
why the problem is happening. But still,
the descriptions and messages found in
the documentation go a long way toward
determining the true cause.

� Research—Many times, I find myself
using complex technical documentation

to research “how things work” or to
determine “what has changed” between
releases. While this is less frequently
done than the first two, it is still invaluable
to advancing one’s knowledge of their
craft. I routinely peruse the MVS Data
Areas manuals as well as the Principles
of Operations book looking for new and
interesting tidbits. I frequently take
notes when I do this.

WHY THE DISTINCTION?

I make a distinction between the different
types of documentation accesses to help clarify a
key productivity point: Which online help appli-
cation is best to use in each of these situations?

There are a number of excellent softcopy for-
mats, vendor products and even types and styles
of documents in the world today. Some are better
for quick, accurate answers and others are better
for more detailed research and self-learning.
Some formats (such as Adobe PDF) are nice to
look at but are difficult to search.

The balance of this column will pass along
some pragmatic advice for using softcopy
documentation in different situations.

TARGETED HELP

In the ISPF environment, if a question about
ISPF itself arises, nothing beats the tutorial.
The help is context-sensitive, and an index is
available. The index is accessed by typing the
letter “I” in the Commandfield of any help
panel and pressing enter. Once in the index,
simply type the first letter of the subject that
you need help on. When you see the topic in
the index, enter its token in the Commandline
of the index panel and you will be taken to the
subject matter of interest.

But what if the help needed has nothing to
do with ISPF?
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This is where another excellent targeted help product can be of great
use: MVS Quick-Ref from Chicago-Soft. This extra-cost product has
excellent searching logic built into it to quickly find help in specific,
targeted situations. Using an ISPF command (typically “QW”) installed
into an ISPF site command table, if you needed targeted help on some-
thing like the COBOL UNSTRING verb, you would simply type:

Command ➔ QW UNSTRING
Quickly and effortlessly, you would be able to read the syntax and

see several examples of the correct usage. This is a huge timesaver, as
it allows a technician to “cut to the chase” and skip all the time spent
digging through table of contents, indexes and search dialogs.

I use a Windows version of MVS Quick-Ref as well as the mainframe
version. I carry the Windows Quick-Ref CD with me on every assignment
so I can use it in my laptop. I never know if the client site is going to have
MVS Quick-Ref installed in ISPF. That’s how much I rely on it.

BookManager can also provide a lot of assistance in targeted help
situations. It just takes longer to find what you are looking for. If you
are using an Intranet (or the Internet) to view softcopy, you should
bookmark frequently referenced manuals (or even specific manual
pages) by using the Favoritestool of any browser.

SPECIFIC PROBLEM SOLUTION

Nothing beats MVS Quick-Ref in this situation. Even if the entire solu-
tion isn’t apparent at first, by using the cross-referenced search features,
you can view all of the message text, problem solutions and other solution-
related information faster in Quick-Ref than in any other environment.

When using Quick-Ref in ISPF, the same “QW text-string” command
is issued as was explained earlier. When in Windows, the Search dialog
is used. See FIGURE 1. Moving between these powerful help environ-
ments and the actual source text of the problem (typically, a JES message
log), problems can be quickly and accurately diagnosed and corrected.

BookManager helps out in specific problem situations as well. But
the overabundance of information and set-up time comes into play
whenever BookManager is used. In problem situations, a good starting
point would be the System Messagesbooks. It would be a wise move to
bookmark the page containing these books so that they can be quickly
accessed when a problem arises.

In a high-pressure, emergency situation, the last thing that a techni-
cian charged with solving a problem needs is anything that will slow
down the search for a solution to the problem.

RESEARCH

Here is where the BookManager and PDF format really shine. I
have learned an enormous number of useful things simply by reading
and researching IBM documentation. Having all of the documenta-
tion available on the Internet is particularly valuable. Although many
installations have a subset of the IBM documentation available on
their Intranet, the complete IBM library is always available at
http://publibz.boulder.ibm.com.

Using this vast, comprehensive set of documentation can be a
challenge in and of itself. I suggest that you maintain a spiral-bound
notebook or a running Notepad document of the locations of the vari-
ous books that you reference frequently or find the most useful. For
Notepad, use the Copy (URL) feature by right-clicking on links and
URL windows. Then paste the URLs into the Notepad document and
accompany them with a brief comment of your own choosing. This will

help you find your way back to the specific book quickly the next time
you need to refer to it.

The amount and quality of the written material at the IBM publica-
tion Web site is staggering. It would take years for any one individual
to go through it all. In a future column, I will present some practical
tips for searching the IBM web site and quickly finding the answers to
your questions. Learning how to search softcopy documentation is a
valuable skill to acquire and is something that all technicians working
with IBM software should learn.

The answers you seek are there. It’s just that finding them can be
frustrating and time-consuming unless you have a roadmap, a plan and
good head start.

CONCLUSION

What if the problems/questions that you are encountering are caused
by non-IBM software? Maybe there is a Computer Associates, BMC or
Compuware issue that needs resolution. This is another strong point of
MVS Quick-Ref. It crosses vendor product lines and contains informa-
tion from many software vendors.

Other mainframe software vendors have not been as generous as IBM
with respect to Internet documentation. The decision to publish their pro-
prietary documentation lies completely with each software house. Every
company that licenses software from third-party software providers
should ensure that all of the softcopy documentation is provided online.
It is expected in today’s fast-paced, complex IT world.  

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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FIGURE 1: THE WINDOWS VERSION OF MVS QUICK-REF. THIS SCREEN
SHOT SHOWS THE SEARCH DIALOG
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