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Learning Outcomes 

•  At the end of  this webinar, you will be able to: 
•  Understand and explain what an API is 

•  Know how to navigate Data.gov and find APIs 

•  Have an understanding as to how you might use APIs 
in your projects 



What is an API? 



Formal Definition 

•  Application Programming Interfaces (APIs) are “a 
software tool…which performs a particular 
computational function…APIs act as building blocks 
allowing software developers to create new 
applications without having to code every function 
from scratch.” 

•  Daniel Chandler and Rod Munday, “Application Programming Interface” in A 
Dictionary of  Media and Communication (Oxford University Press, 2011) 



In Nontechnical Words 

•  APIs allow for seamless access and use of  
information stored elsewhere. 
•  Developers do not need to write every piece of  code 

from scratch  

•  Data/information does not need to be stored and 
updated in your own database 

•  Makes development of  websites, apps, widgets, 
software, etc. much more efficient 



API Creation 

•  APIs are built with a series of  protocols, like SOAP 
and REST, and are combined with formats like 
JSON and XML. The combination of  protocol and 
formats create APIs that have the ability to offer a 
variety of  functionality that other developers can use 
when developing their own interfaces. 



How to Use an API 

•  Using a scripting language like Python or PHP, 
developers can write commands to access data and 
information from the API.  

•  When a good API is developed, the API developer 
will include documentation for using the API so 
those who want to take advantage of  it aren’t having 
to do a lot of  trial and error to get this to work. 



Why Use an API? 

•  No need to download, store, and update data and 
information in your own database(s)  

•  The same data and information are available and useable 
by any developer 

•  Help create a more seamless user experience by allowing 
the creation of  interrelated systems 

•  Helps save time since a lot of  useful data/information is 
found in an API, each developer doesn’t have to re-write 
the same code over and over again 



Navigating Data.gov 



What is Data.gov? 

•  Data.gov serves as a clearinghouse for locating 
government datasets and APIs in an attempt to 
foster a more open government 

•  By creating APIs for public use of  governmental 
information, agencies and governmental 
organizations can allow others to spend time and 
money developing user interfaces (websites, apps, 
widgets, etc) to access this information  









Caveats 

•  APIs and other data are not actually hosted on 
Data.gov, Data.gov is just a clearinghouse. This 
means that the links you click on may potentially not 
work or might not take you where you expect. 

•  To use certain APIs (for example Census APIs) you 
may need to create an account first, request a key or 
a token. 

•  Not all APIs have documentation on how to use 
them, which can make use challenging. 











APIs of  Data.gov in 
Action 



http://sunlightfoundation.com/clearspending/  









So You Want to Use an 
API…Now What? 



 
https://www.codecademy.com  







http://www.w3schools.com  





 
 
 
 

https://www.getpostman.com  



https://www.hurl.it  



Questions? 
 

Thank you for attending! 
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