Reported Speech

In English language, there are two ways of reporting what a person has said: direct and indirect speech. Notice that in writing, a comma follows the introductory (reporting) verb, and the person’s words are placed between quotation marks. However, we do not use quotation marks in indirect speech.

Basics of Indirect Speech

   Direct Statement                                                    Indirect Statement
(Bill said, “Gail knows that man.”                          Bill said Gail knew that man.

(Amy said, “Mark is leaving today.”                       Amy said Mark was leaving that day.

(Joe said, “I have seen that movie.”                         Joe said he had seen that movie.

(Lisa said, “We saw it too.”                                    Lisa said they had seen it too.

(Tom said, “I was thinking about it.”                      Tom said he had been thinking about it.

(Sue said, I am going to see it soon.”                       Sue said she was going to see it soon.

1- When the introductory verbs (say, tell, ask…etc.) are in the past, the tense of the verbs in the indirect speech usually changes. The verbs in the indirect statements are past in form, but not in meaning; in other words, the verbs may indicate past, present or future time.

2- The tense of the verb or verbs does not always change. There is no tense change under the following circumstances.

(There is no tense change if the statement reports a historical or a geographical fact or general truth.
​_He said that Florida is in the southeastern US.

_She said that the best coffee comes from South America.

“The sun rises in the East,”   (He said (that) the sun rises in the East.

“Water boils at 100 Co.” The teacher said that water boils at 100 Co.

(The verb also does not change when the indirect statement is given soon after the original statement.

Ann: I am tired.

Ray: What did you said?

Ann: I said I am tired.

(When the reporting verb is in the present tense. 

Joe says, “I have seen that movie.”  (Joe says he has seen that movie.

“I cannot drive,” he says.   (He says (that) he cannot drive.

(Past forms of verb TO BE do not commonly change.

         She said, “I was a nurse during the war.”(She said she was a nurse during the war.

(The tenses in second and third conditional sentences do not change.

She said, “If I were you, I would not go out with him.”(She said if she were me,  she would not go out with him.

(The tenses in proverbs and sayings of famous people are not changed.

Aristotle said, “Poverty is the parent of both crime and revolution.”(Aristotle said poverty is the parent of both crime and revolution.

(A story which is originally told in the past tense does not require tense change.

(If the reality about the statement is still valid, no change is necessary. In addition, no changes are required if the report comes soon after the statement.

A:I am tired.

B: Excuse me. I couldn’t understand what you said.

A: I said I am tired.

3-The word that is optional after most introductory verbs. Both of the following sentences are correct.

They said that they were going to come.

They said they were going to come.

(If the indirect report is made very soon after the direct statement or on the same day, it is not necessary to change the time word. The following conversation took place on Monday morning.

Pete: Hi, Fran! What are you doing?

Fran: Hello, Pete. I am packing. My vacation begins today, and I am leaving for Mexico tomorrow.

On Monday afternoon Pete reported his conversation.

Pete: Hello, Şule. I talked to Fran this morning, and she told me that she was packing because her holiday began today, and she was leaving for Mexico tomorrow.

(In indirect speech, the demonstrative pronouns (this, that, these, those) usually change to the.

He said, “I bought this diamond ring for my wife.”

He said that he had bought the diamond ring for his wife.

(A place expression usually replaces the word here.

She said, “You can sit here.”

She said that I could sit on the floor (or beside her).

Past Time Changes

(The simple past tense usually changes to the past perfect. However, sometimes in informal language there is no tense change if the meaning does not change.

 The tense must change if the meaning changes.

Phil said, “I love her.” (He still loves her.)

Phil said he loved her.

Phil said, “I loved her.” (He does not love her anymore.)

Phil said he had loved her. (He does not love her anymore.

As mentioned earlier, past forms of VERB TO BE do not usually change. Moreover, in written English, the simple past and past progressive (continuous) tense become past perfect and past perfect continuous tense. However, in dependent time clauses, these tenses do not usually change.

Barbara said, “When I saw the police, I stopped.”(Barbara said that when she saw the police, she stopped.

She said, “When I was driving home, I saw Mary.”(She said that when she was driving home, she saw Mary. The following reported sentence is also true.

She said that when she was driving home, she had seen Mary.

Changes About Modals

The following changes are made about modals.

	(can(could

   will(would

   may(might

  have to(had to/would have to

must(necessity)(had to  (optional)
	Would

Could

Should           (.usually remain the same.

Needn’t

Ought to 

Had better


(We sometimes use alternative forms or expressions instead of using modals. The use of these expressions is optional.

HAD BETTER(Ali said, “You had better not drink alcohol.(He advised me not to drink alcohol.         OR      She said that I had better not drink alcohol.

SHOULD( “You should read this chapter,” Selmin said.(Selmin said that I should read that chapter.       OR       Selmin advised me to read that chapter.

She said, “You must not tell anyone.” (She said I mustn’t tell anyone.     OR      She said I was not to tell anyone.

(Note that the main verb after the modal does not change.

Reporting Statements

1- The verbs say and said are used when the person to whom we spoke to is not mentioned.

Jenifer said (that) the movie was excellent.

2-Apart from say and tell we can use some other verbs to add variety to our speech. The following verbs can be used for this purpose.

announce                remark                     predict 

complain                mention                   promise

declare                    reply                       deny

state                        answer                    explain
Reporting Questions and Answers

1-Yes /no questions are reported with if or whether (or not).

The president asked, “Did you vote for me? (He asked if I had voted for him.

He asked whether I had voted for him.

He asked whether I had voted for him or not.

2-Instead of ask as a reporting verb, the expression want to know can be used.

 The president wanted to know if I had voted for him.

3-The words yes and no do not usually appear in the reported statements.

He asked, “Can you swim?” and I said, “No.”(He asked me if I could swim,and I said (that) I couldn’t.

She asked, “Will you have time to help me? And, I said, “Yes.”(She asked me if I would have time to help her, and I  said I would.

As it is seen in the examples, yes /no questions are expressed in the indirect speech by subject +   suitable auxiliary verb.

4-When we report WH questions, we have the following pattern.

	question word +subject  +verb  +complement


(He asked where I lived in Polatlı.

(I wanted to know how many years Ali would be living abroad.

Reporting Commands

A command is an order given by someone who is in authority. To report a command, the verbs order, command, warn, direct can be used. The following pattern is used.

	tell   +indirect object   +(not)+infinitive


The finance company said, “Pay immediately.”(The finance company ordered him to pay immediately.

The police officer said, “Move back.”  (The police officer commanded us to move back.

The thief said, “Leave your gun and do not try anything funny.”   (The thief warned them to leave their guns and not to try anything funny.

Reporting Requests

A request is something asked for usually in a polite manner. We use the verb ask to report requests. In direct speech, the phrases will you, would you and could you are often used to form polite requests.

(She said, “Will you hold my packages for me?” (She asked me to hold her packages for her.

(He asked me, “Could you tell me the time, please?”(He asked me to tell him the time.

Reporting Exclamations

1-Exclamations become statements in indirect speech.

“What a beautiful day!” he said.(He said it was a beautiful day.

“What a beautiful car!” he said(He said that I had a beautiful car.

2-Exclamations such as Oh, no! and Ugh! are usually expressed by a sentence that explains the person’s feelings.

“Oh, no! I have a flat tire,” she said.(She exclaimed with disgust that she had a flat tire.
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