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EGM722 – Programming for GIS and 
Remote Sensing

Week 2, Part 2: Help and Documentation
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Using other people’s code

● When using modules/packages, we want to know something 
about them

● For example:
– Available methods/classes

– How to use particular methods

– Object attributes

● Assumes that the package is well-documented (hopefully, but 
not always, the case)
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Reading documentation

● Built-in functions and 
standard library 
documentation: 
python.org/doc
– Check which version!

● Most of the packages we 
are using have websites
– Check which version!

https://www.python.org/doc/
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help()

● Within interpreter, use help():
– e.g., help(str)

– Remember: help() reads the 
docstring

– Can call on functions, modules, 
objects...

● In ipython/jupyter notebook, 
can also use ?
– e.g., str?
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dir()

● The dir() built-in lists all of the 
methods and attributes associated 
with an object
– e.g., dir(str)

– dir() lists names in current scope 
(packages, variables, functions, etc.)

● Note the “magic” or “special” methods:
– __add__, __init__, etc

– These are normally only used by the 
interpreter – we don’t tend to use them in 
programming
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Summary

● Well-developed packages will have documentation 
available

● In the interpreter:
– Use help() to learn more about a given object, method, or 

function

– Use dir(object) to list methods/attributes of the object

– Use dir() to list all objects in current scope
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