
Modern Reporting Tools
Online Tips & Tools



How Do You Report a Story 
Effectively?

The same way you 
always did.

Traditional reporting 
techniques remain 
the core.

Source building

Open records laws 
(many impactful 
stories are built on 
open records 
requests) à #1 tip. 
Use these laws.

Pounding the 
pavement/original 
reporting/interviews 
à Going to the 
scene (no 
substitute)

Instincts, context 
and institutional 
knowledge (great 
research)

Great writing



Great Writing

NO, NOT AI! USE THE INTERNET TO 
SUPPLEMENT, NOT TO WRITE OR 

REPORT.

USE AI FOR THINGS LIKE 
TRANSCRIPTION, NOT FOR 

WRITING.



Recent stories involving open 
records
Telling the stories of missing people of color 
(police files)

Examining the judicial record of a candidate 
for state Supreme Court (clerk of courts)

Exposing a governor’s pseudonymous public 
email account (gov office and other agencies)

Investigating sexual harassment by staff on 
campus (student media/UW)

There is no substitute for traditional reporting



My career has been a blend
• A decade at a traditional newspaper (Milwaukee Journal Sentinel)

• Close to a decade in online national media (breaking news, 
entertainment, sports) à More than 240 Million reads since 2016 (SEO, 
social, news apps)

• 20 years at UW-Milwaukee, journalism program

• Where I learned my online tools/tips

• Entrepreneurial journalism à Helped found news site with 20 million 
plus reads in four years

Tell my students: Learn the core reporting skills and then add on the bells & 
whistles. Online tools= More arrows in the quiver.

All sizzle, no steak?



Breaking the Tools/Tips Into 2 
Categories
• 1. Reporting, AI, and Mobile Journalism Tools (makes the job 

easier)

• Recording devices (Rode)

• iPhone additions (lens/tripod)

• Phone call recording (TapeACall)

• Ai Transcription (OtterAi) and Microsoft 365 (Word Online 
Transcription)

• Video app (iMovie for iPhone)

• Video (Animoto – social video templates)

• Publication design/featured images (Canva)

• Grammarly 



2. Trending & Audience Growth Tools 
(spot trending stories, grow audience)

• Google Trends

• Social media monitoring
• SEM Rush
• Rank Math
• Basic SEO knowledge (Google SERP simulator)
• Entrepreneurial Journalism (build your own site or 

podcast) à WordPress/Streamyard
• Newsbreak app



1. Reporting and Mobile Journalism 
Tools (makes the job easier)
• RODE MICROPHONE SYSTEM

• $219. Mobile, small, great range, inexpensive. Used 
recently at the border and for a judicial interview.

https://www.bhphotovideo.com/c/product/1622642-REG/rode_wigoii_wireless_go_ii_compact.html/?ap=y&ap=y&smp=y&smp=y&store=420&lsft=BI%3A514&gad_source=1&gclid=CjwKCAiArKW-BhAzEiwAZhWsIMhB2QRUsA266WwzBzXUCtqZ9mpBRCGUQKvuJ2sqdTicvLZamL5qlBoCucAQAvD_BwE
https://www.bhphotovideo.com/c/product/1622642-REG/rode_wigoii_wireless_go_ii_compact.html/?ap=y&ap=y&smp=y&smp=y&store=420&lsft=BI%3A514&gad_source=1&gclid=CjwKCAiArKW-BhAzEiwAZhWsIMhB2QRUsA266WwzBzXUCtqZ9mpBRCGUQKvuJ2sqdTicvLZamL5qlBoCucAQAvD_BwE


Equip your smart 
phone
• Attachable iPhone/Android 

lenses only cost about $39 
online. Tripods are about $22.

https://www.amazon.com/Xenvo-iPhone-Camera-Lens-Clip/dp/B01A6D2JVI/ref=sr_1_1_sspa?crid=2GY6G1JA7CTMG&dib=eyJ2IjoiMSJ9.I9ZbeilAXoZ3sq2Pp5zaGmeNllEC475gQ_2lIeA5RiQiXbIJZ6-AVb_vQ4oNEHJEIKU6rBTTZBBJoC1uKorBb29alywQjq8eFCrJ_CHM0LmhVgzf_mi1JQaTPN4lfc0zVOlmT1gVKBQ6GJaYqHPZCIv3py1KAuKOoVc0d9aMMqW1PksdBb8MNSf4YqiZsWJl19BuScGL7nxlUWgBC7--0Z3Rj9Fnsx3dRo4nOm7_QHA.YOKRzncT9EQX4l57A97Bn5mhiSd_IbJtY1GxzVaKe9s&dib_tag=se&keywords=smart+phone+mobile+kit&qid=1741291593&sprefix=smart+phone+mobile+kit%2Caps%2C135&sr=8-1-spons&sp_csd=d2lkZ2V0TmFtZT1zcF9hdGY&psc=1
https://www.amazon.com/Xenvo-iPhone-Camera-Lens-Clip/dp/B01A6D2JVI/ref=sr_1_1_sspa?crid=2GY6G1JA7CTMG&dib=eyJ2IjoiMSJ9.I9ZbeilAXoZ3sq2Pp5zaGmeNllEC475gQ_2lIeA5RiQiXbIJZ6-AVb_vQ4oNEHJEIKU6rBTTZBBJoC1uKorBb29alywQjq8eFCrJ_CHM0LmhVgzf_mi1JQaTPN4lfc0zVOlmT1gVKBQ6GJaYqHPZCIv3py1KAuKOoVc0d9aMMqW1PksdBb8MNSf4YqiZsWJl19BuScGL7nxlUWgBC7--0Z3Rj9Fnsx3dRo4nOm7_QHA.YOKRzncT9EQX4l57A97Bn5mhiSd_IbJtY1GxzVaKe9s&dib_tag=se&keywords=smart+phone+mobile+kit&qid=1741291593&sprefix=smart+phone+mobile+kit%2Caps%2C135&sr=8-1-spons&sp_csd=d2lkZ2V0TmFtZT1zcF9hdGY&psc=1
https://www.amazon.com/%F0%9D%97%A1%F0%9D%97%B2%F0%9D%98%84%F0%9D%97%B2%F0%9D%98%80%F0%9D%98%81-Upgraded-Solidest-Compatible-Samsung/dp/B09XHZ8F7F/ref=sr_1_5_sspa?crid=13O1ATHB3X8WJ&dib=eyJ2IjoiMSJ9.C5ZG4-T8oSN5N7HgN3Vrqg.3IOoxSLMHQcqyV1qPbe8KJpYHJG9kQw0ofgiQphW9po&dib_tag=se&keywords=smart%2Bphone%2Btrip%2Bod&qid=1741291485&sprefix=smart%2Bphone%2Btrip%2Bpod%2Caps%2C182&sr=8-5-spons&sp_csd=d2lkZ2V0TmFtZT1zcF9tdGY&th=1
https://www.amazon.com/Xenvo-iPhone-Camera-Lens-Clip/dp/B01A6D2JVI/ref=sr_1_1_sspa?crid=2GY6G1JA7CTMG&dib=eyJ2IjoiMSJ9.I9ZbeilAXoZ3sq2Pp5zaGmeNllEC475gQ_2lIeA5RiQiXbIJZ6-AVb_vQ4oNEHJEIKU6rBTTZBBJoC1uKorBb29alywQjq8eFCrJ_CHM0LmhVgzf_mi1JQaTPN4lfc0zVOlmT1gVKBQ6GJaYqHPZCIv3py1KAuKOoVc0d9aMMqW1PksdBb8MNSf4YqiZsWJl19BuScGL7nxlUWgBC7--0Z3Rj9Fnsx3dRo4nOm7_QHA.YOKRzncT9EQX4l57A97Bn5mhiSd_IbJtY1GxzVaKe9s&dib_tag=se&keywords=smart+phone+mobile+kit&qid=1741291593&sprefix=smart+phone+mobile+kit%2Caps%2C135&sr=8-1-spons&sp_csd=d2lkZ2V0TmFtZT1zcF9hdGY&psc=1
https://www.amazon.com/Xenvo-iPhone-Camera-Lens-Clip/dp/B01A6D2JVI/ref=sr_1_1_sspa?crid=2GY6G1JA7CTMG&dib=eyJ2IjoiMSJ9.I9ZbeilAXoZ3sq2Pp5zaGmeNllEC475gQ_2lIeA5RiQiXbIJZ6-AVb_vQ4oNEHJEIKU6rBTTZBBJoC1uKorBb29alywQjq8eFCrJ_CHM0LmhVgzf_mi1JQaTPN4lfc0zVOlmT1gVKBQ6GJaYqHPZCIv3py1KAuKOoVc0d9aMMqW1PksdBb8MNSf4YqiZsWJl19BuScGL7nxlUWgBC7--0Z3Rj9Fnsx3dRo4nOm7_QHA.YOKRzncT9EQX4l57A97Bn5mhiSd_IbJtY1GxzVaKe9s&dib_tag=se&keywords=smart+phone+mobile+kit&qid=1741291593&sprefix=smart+phone+mobile+kit%2Caps%2C135&sr=8-1-spons&sp_csd=d2lkZ2V0TmFtZT1zcF9hdGY&psc=1
https://www.amazon.com/%F0%9D%97%A1%F0%9D%97%B2%F0%9D%98%84%F0%9D%97%B2%F0%9D%98%80%F0%9D%98%81-Upgraded-Solidest-Compatible-Samsung/dp/B09XHZ8F7F/ref=sr_1_5_sspa?crid=13O1ATHB3X8WJ&dib=eyJ2IjoiMSJ9.C5ZG4-T8oSN5N7HgN3Vrqg.3IOoxSLMHQcqyV1qPbe8KJpYHJG9kQw0ofgiQphW9po&dib_tag=se&keywords=smart%2Bphone%2Btrip%2Bod&qid=1741291485&sprefix=smart%2Bphone%2Btrip%2Bpod%2Caps%2C182&sr=8-5-spons&sp_csd=d2lkZ2V0TmFtZT1zcF9tdGY&th=1


The 
Difference



Phone 
conversation 
recording apps

• Good option: TapeACall (but know the law/ethics) APP 
STORE



Transcription, 
AI 

Apps: Otter.ai



What Otter.ai 
Does:

Basic is free, Pro is 
$8.33/mo  Otter.ai

https://otter.ai/features Transcribes audio in 
real time

Meeting note-taker Organizes transcribed 
notes into searchable 

documents

Transcribes meetings

Team work Import pre-recorded 
audio/video files



Otter.ai



Microsoft 365 Transcription – 
Word Online

• “The transcribe feature converts 
speech to a text transcript with each 
speaker individually separated. After 
your conversation, interview, or 
meeting, you can revisit parts of the 
recording by playing back the 
timestamped audio and edit the 
transcription to make corrections. You 
can save the full transcript as a Word 
document or insert snippets of it into 
existing documents.”

• Upload file or record in Microsoft Word.

https://support.microsoft.com/en-us/office/transcribe-your-recordings-7fc2efec-245e-45f0-b053-2a97531ecf57
https://support.microsoft.com/en-us/office/transcribe-your-recordings-7fc2efec-245e-45f0-b053-2a97531ecf57


Video Apps: iMovie
APP STORE

Edit basic video
Templates



iMovie



Video tool: Animoto

• For social video, Animoto website
• Example

• Many templates. Drag and drop from 
smart phone 

https://animoto.com/play/5jJVOHCtjCsuiV9AdU9dYw
https://animoto.com/play/5jJVOHCtjCsuiV9AdU9dYw
https://animoto.com/play/5jJVOHCtjCsuiV9AdU9dYw
https://animoto.com/play/5jJVOHCtjCsuiV9AdU9dYw


Animoto



Canva

GREAT 
PUBLICATION 

TOOL

IMPROVE 
FEATURED IMAGES

SOCIAL MEDIA 
DIMENSION 
TEMPLATES

FLYERS BUSINESS 
CARDS/RESUMES

DRAG AND DROP FREE





Social Media Tip: Engagements for 
Facebook

Algorithms change



Social media 
monetization

• Facebook (original 
content – photos, 
graphics, videos)

• X (verified user 
engagement)



Grammarly

• Spelling, punctuation, grammar check
• There is an AI function





Trending Tools: Google Trends

FIND TRENDING TOPICS DO COMPARATIVE 
RESEARCH ON “FOCUS 

KEYPHRASES” (SEO 
CORNERSTONE)

REGIONAL ANALYSIS TIME ANALYSIS FREE TOOL

HTTPS://TRENDS.GOOGLE
.COM/TRENDS/





I compared: ROFR, right of first refusal, wisconsin utility bill





Best SEO practices: 
Keyword your online 
stories
• Focus keyphrase (pick 1 prevailing Google search 

term)

• Must have traffic but not be too saturated; capture 
fresh angle. Usually 2-4 words.

• SEO title (start with focus keyphrase – comes up with 
Google searches-à primary driver of rank)

• Headline (news appsàtop headline on site)

• Meta description (Google snippet under SEO title)

• URL (start with focus keyphrase; limit to 6 words)

• Put keyphrase in lead and subheads



WordPress 
plugin

Yoast



Social 
headlines



Why SEO 
matters







SEO 
Analysis 
Rank Math 
Plugin





Newsletter 
plugin 
• https://www.thenewsl

etterplugin.com/accou
nt/login

https://www.thenewsletterplugin.com/account/login
https://www.thenewsletterplugin.com/account/login
https://www.thenewsletterplugin.com/account/login
https://www.thenewsletterplugin.com/account/login
https://www.thenewsletterplugin.com/account/login
https://www.thenewsletterplugin.com/account/login


Newsletter 
Plugin (land, 
sea, air)



Social media analysis



Google SERP simulator
https://mangools.com/free-seo-tools/serp-simulator



Build your own Website: WordPress



WordPress Link
WordPress LINK.

https://wordpress.com/ppc/lohp-campaign/?utm_source=google&utm_campaign=google_search_wpcom_acquisition_brand_us_en&utm_medium=paid_search&keyword=wordpress&creative=685174474764&campaignid=20879142434&adgroupid=157130594819&matchtype=p&device=c&network=g&targetid=kwd-507175142&utm_content=&gad_source=1&gclid=CjwKCAiArKW-BhAzEiwAZhWsIGhnkzXvBXFcQsHXKaqJCLAzqU-wM9g7tTQnUNxNR4mydb4I-a4qJRoCshcQAvD_BwE
https://wordpress.com/ppc/lohp-campaign/?utm_source=google&utm_campaign=google_search_wpcom_acquisition_brand_us_en&utm_medium=paid_search&keyword=wordpress&creative=685174474764&campaignid=20879142434&adgroupid=157130594819&matchtype=p&device=c&network=g&targetid=kwd-507175142&utm_content=&gad_source=1&gclid=CjwKCAiArKW-BhAzEiwAZhWsIGhnkzXvBXFcQsHXKaqJCLAzqU-wM9g7tTQnUNxNR4mydb4I-a4qJRoCshcQAvD_BwE


Podcasting Platform: Streamyard



Streamyard Link
Streamyard LINK

https://streamyard.com/?fpr=streamingtools&gad_source=1&gclid=CjwKCAiArKW-BhAzEiwAZhWsIAaIbC7y-npp-OsRxIloSSF1gXeDb-Ox8vPh7Rtrrb_sjSHBH1io6hoCQVsQAvD_BwE
https://streamyard.com/?fpr=streamingtools&gad_source=1&gclid=CjwKCAiArKW-BhAzEiwAZhWsIAaIbC7y-npp-OsRxIloSSF1gXeDb-Ox8vPh7Rtrrb_sjSHBH1io6hoCQVsQAvD_BwE


Newsbreak • https://www.newsbreak.com/

https://www.newsbreak.com/
https://www.newsbreak.com/


Newsbreak 
Tips

Location in top headline: state, city, 
county name

Strong action verb

Pull out the unique angle

Conflict news value



Interested in getting 
this PPT?

• Email:

• Jessica McBride

• Journalism Faculty, UW-Milwaukee
• mcbridej@uwm.edu


