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Discussion:

"Don't fix it, if it ain't broke!" This was one of the first lessons I learned when attending my very first COBOL Experts Group meeting back in 1978. I learned that lesson from former IBM representative and chairman of X3J4, Jim Panttaja. I was wondering, why he had voted against some excellent improvements of the language, and that's how he explained his quite surprising "conservatism" in COBOL standards. I think we ought to stick to that policy – and in fact urge you to do so - if we want to have any chance for completing our work on this revision at all.

Both Don's and Ann's approaches grossly violate that principle. Why is this so?

Don's concepts almost gets rid of files altogether, in favor of file connectors. But files are one of the fundamental concepts of the COBOL language. There is no reason to mess around with this concept, because it works and is well-established. The new concepts of file sharing and dynamic file assignment are not in conflict with the traditional COBOL file concepts, even though a comment based on a misunderstanding seemed to indicate that. COBOL I-O statements operate on files, i. e. collections of records, not on file connectors. "Organization, access mode etc. are attributes of that file, not of the file connector. The file connector only contains (stores) the indicators for these attributes." (reference 3) Or, even more precisely: "…a file connector … a part-time clerk that records the status of a file. A file connector has a short lifetime: only during the execution of a run unit. This as opposed to a file that normally has a much longer lifetime. The specific characteristics of a file should be kept with the file itself. So, this leads … to the suggestion to see a file connector as a temporary item that holds information during the execution of a run unit about the execution aspects of a file" (reference 5).

Ann's proposal goes to the other extreme. She rightfully acknowledges the role of files versus the file connectors, and I think her observation is correct that many references to the term "file connector" should be changed (back) to "file". But she narrows file connectors down to "a control block … that manages information about a single connection between an open file and a dataset" (reference 4) and ignores that it also holds status information about the (logical and/or physical) file itself, not related to the relationship between logical and physical file. Also, in her view, logical and physical files are two completely separate and independent entities that need to be named differently and are only connected by means of their file connectors. Although I agree that a clearer distinction between logical and physical files is needed, we should not abandon the unqualified use of the term "file" itself. For most references of "file" in the standard, it is irrelevant whether the logical or physical file is meant. Either it's clear from the context, or, more often, it's the combination of logical and physical file that is referred to or operated upon. When we "read a record of a file", we refer to a logical record derived from one or more physical records in a manner that may be defined by COBOL or by the operating system (or data management). The interface between logical and physical file is transparent to the COBOL standard. In those few instances, where the distinction between logical and physical files matters, for example in the file control entries, we should talk of "logical files" and "physical files" (currently we talk of "files" and "storage medium"; I think this terminology is slightly outdated), otherwise, the term "files" is just fine. (The term "dataset" in place of "physical file" is not practical in COBOL, because it prevents us from using the term "file" for the combination, and the scope and structure of a dataset is not defined in COBOL, but in the operating environment anyway.)

My conclusion from this discussion is that we should stick as close as possible to the existing language definition. The following table gives examples:

Term
Current draft
Don's proposal
Ann's proposal
My suggestion

File
A physical collection of logical records
(File connector ?)
?
A physical collection of logical records

Logical file
(File-name, file connector)
(File connector ?)
File: A logical entity in COBOL that represents a set of logical records. …
A logical entity in COBOL that represents a set of logical records

Physical file
(Physical file, storage medium) 
?
Dataset: A physical or logical entity external to COBOL that represents a set of data records. …
A physical or logical entity external to COBOL that represents a set of physical data records

File connector
A storage area that contains information about a file and is used as a linkage between a file-name and a physical file and between a file-name and associated record areas
?
A control block internal to the COBOL runtime system that manages information about a single connection between an open file and a dataset. …
A storage area that contains information about a file and is used as a linkage between a logical file and a physical file

File with sequential organization

File connector whose organization is sequential
Sequential dataset
File with sequential organization
or
sequential file

File in the open mode

File connector whose open mode is not unopen

Open file

Report file

Report file connector

Report file

File that is in the xxx access mode

Access mode of the file connector [ref'd by] is xxx 
File in xxx access mode
File in xxx access mode 

I-O status associated with file-name

I-O status in the file connector referenced by file-name
The file's I-O status or 
 I-O status associated with file-name-1 
or 
 I-O status associated with the file referenced by file-name-1
I-O status associated with file-name

I don't think other terms, like access mode, fixed file attributes, or file sharing need to be changed. The sample rule changes suggested in Ann's paper could be slightly stripped down to the following:

1. Page 471, 14.10.26.2, OPEN statement, replace syntax 3: no change.

2. Page 471, 14.10.26.3, OPEN statement, general rule 1, change in part:

· first paragraph::   "The successful execution of an OPEN statement determines availability of the physical file, associates the physical file with file-name-1, and places the file referenced by file-name-1 in the open mode.  "

· second paragraph:   "… operations intended for the file and establish the open mode."

3. Page 494, 14.10.33.2, REWRITE, syntax  rule 3: no change
4. Page 494, 14.10.33.2, REWRITE, syntax rule 8:   no change 

5. Page 494, 14.10.33.3, REWRITE, general rule 2, change in part:   "For files in sequential access mode, the last …     {change "file connectors" to "files"}

6. Page 495, 14.10.33.3, REWRITE, general rule 8, change in part: {AR: I like these changes because the wording is better. But nothing is broken, if these changes are not made}
· lead-in:  "… logically replaced by this REWRITE statement".    {"in the file" is unnecessary -- I am avoiding the question of whether the record is replaced in the "file" or in the "dataset".  I tend to think it is "dataset".} 
{AR: This remark proves that this affects both the logical and the physical file; the replacement happens at runtime, when logical and physical file form a combined unit} 
· a)  "If the record lock is associated with the file referenced by file-name-1 or with the file associated with record-name-1, the record lock is released …   "change "file connector" to "file"  --  and I dropped some of the rest that seems unnecessary to me }

· If the record is locked by another file, the I-O …"

7. Page 497, REWRITE general rule 23 a:  change "file connector" to "file"

8. Page 497, REWRITE general rule 24:  "… unaffected and the file's I-O status is set …"

