Introduction to API’s
Wikipedia defines an API as:
A set of routines, data structures, object classes and/or protocols provided by libraries and/or operating system services in order to support the building of applications.

In laments terms, an API lets you take useful up-to-date information from websites in a datatype you can easily manipulate (e.g. XML).
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Examples of a few sites with a good API system are Twitter, Flickr, Amazon & Last.fm (unfortunately Facebook don’t currently have an API but one is in development). 

For many API’s authentication of at least a basic level is required, e.g. via an API Key. An API Key is basically a unique code that you apply for from the site (usually it’s instant like any normal registration), this you use in GET requests for every call you make to the site when requesting something from them, it’s basically so the website can keep track of who is abusing their system (and ban you if you’re being naughty).
Today we’ll go through some of the basics of the Twitter API.
Step 1

Getting XML from the website, before you do this in PHP simply try and do it in your browser:

Websites that have any API always provide loads of documentation, they want you to know how to use it don’t they!

http://apiwiki.twitter.com/
Twitter is pretty laid back, you don’t need an API key for anything, but for some of the functions you do need to have a Twitter account
The Twitter Search API is a pretty good API and doesn’t require you to have a Twitter account, so we’ll start off with that.
http://apiwiki.twitter.com/Search+API+Documentation
Have a read through the documentation, it’s pretty short, the basic jist of it is that you can get results back in 2 forms, atom (which is a type of RSS, which is a type of XML) or JSON... which you don’t need to know about atm.
The GET url given is http://search.twitter.com/search.atom?q=<query> 


So try it, http://search.twitter.com/search.atom?q=valkyrie
Brilliant, you’ve got XML from Twitter, meaningful XML, all the recent tweets about the new film Valkyrie! (of course have a play and search for some other stuff)

Step 2

Getting this stuff onto your website! You’ve all had at least some experience with PHP (or at least you should have slackers).

First off, get the XML, using the URL you just constructed, then use the PHP function for converting XML into an object: simpleXMLElement.

NOTE: Normaly file_get_contents doesn’t have a “false, $context” bit in it, $context is used to get around UWE’s bloody proxy.

$context = stream_context_create(

array('http'=>

    array('proxy'=>'proxysg.uwe.ac.uk:80',

          'header'=>'Cache-Control: no-cache'

     )

 ));

$xml = file_get_contents('http://search.twitter.com/search.atom?q=valkyrie', false, $context);

$tweets = new simpleXMLElement($xml);
Step 3

Now that the XML is loaded in PHP and been broken down into an object you need to select what you want, if you have a look at the XML file you’re requesting, you can see that each tweet is in an element called ‘entry’.

So we add:

foreach ($tweets->entry as $tweet) { ... }

In that foreach you then request which bits of the XML you want to echo, obviously you want the ‘title’ (or the ‘content’, if you want hyperlinks), as that is the tweet itself. But also available is information about the user who tweeted this message, and the timestamp of when they tweeted it an example of what you could do:
foreach ($tweets->entry as $tweet) {


echo 'A tweet: '.$tweet->title. '<br /> ';
}

Have a play with it yourself; be a bit more creative than the above. If you’re still struggling there’s a full bit of code on the next page, remember to use http://isa.cems.uwe.ac.uk/~yourname so that you get PHP errors!

Have a go wrapping the data you’re pulling in in DIV tags and applying some CSS to it, you can easily integrate this stuff into your own website or into assignments that you’re doing- it pretty much always gains extra brownie points with the marker. For examples of this stuff implemented check out the BETA of my website at http://beta.stevelacey.net (the boxes on the right of the homepage) and also on the index of http://stevelacey.net/samples/knitting
If you’ve ran out of stuff to do start playing with the Flickr API,  you’ll need to get your own API key.
Ask me if you’re struggling.

Full Code:
<?php


$context = stream_context_create(

array('http'=>

    array('proxy'=>'proxysg.uwe.ac.uk:80',

          'header'=>'Cache-Control: no-cache'

     )

 ));

$xml = file_get_contents('http://search.twitter.com/search.atom?q=valkyrie', false, $context);

$tweets = new simpleXMLElement($xml);

foreach ($tweets->entry as $tweet) {


echo 'A tweet: '.$tweet->title. '<br /> ';

}
?>

