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Reported (indirect) speech and reported 

1
Change of tenses

When we report someone’s words afterwards, the verb forms often move into the past. This 
is 
because what they said is now in the past.

	Direct speech

(the actual words)
	Reported

(indirect speech)

	Last week, Alex said to me:
	Last week John told me:

	‘I need to change jobs.’

Present Simple
	…he needed to change jobs.
Past Simple

	‘I had a difficult time the last month.’
Past Simple
	…he had had a difficult time last month.
Past Perfect

	‘I’ve seen an interesting job to apply for.’

Present Perfect
	…he had seen an interesting job to apply for.
Past Perfect

	‘I’m planning to tell my boss tomorrow.’
Present Continuous
	…he was planning to tell his boss the next day.
Past Continuous

	‘I’m going to tell him how unhappy I am.’

am/is/are going to 
	…he was going to tell him how unhappy he was.
was/were going to

	‘I’ll tell him he’s an awful boss.’
will/won’t
	…he would tell his boss he was awful.
would/wouldn’t

	‘I can finally go on holiday after I resign.’
can/can’t
	…he could finally go on holiday after he resigned.
could/couldn’t


Note the following:

a changes in time references in the reported statement


last year – the year before


tomorrow – the next day

b other modal verbs (would, could, should, ought, might) do not change in the reported statement

c changes in pronouns used in direct speech

(I – he, etc.)
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1 If what a person said is still true/relevant, it is not necessary to change tenses or time  references.


‘I’ve reserved a ticket for the opera on Saturday.’


He said he’s reserved a ticket for Saturday. 

2 It is still possible to change tenses in such cases, but it sounds formal.

2
Word order in reported questions


Reported questions are not real questions, so the word order is the same as in a normal 
statement.


Direct





Indirect


‘Can you help me?’



‘He asked if I could help him.’


‘Did you see carnival?’


‘He wanted to know if I had seen the carnival’

3
Verbs and conjunctions used for reporting


a In statements say and tell are the most common reporting verbs. Look at how they are 
used:


She said it was true.(


She told it was true.(


She said me it was true.(


He told me it was true.(


She said to me (that) it was true.(
He told to me (that) it was true.(

b In statements ask and want to know are common reporting verbs. In yes/no questions the 
verb is joined to the reported words with if or whether.



She asked/wanted to know
 if 

it was true.







 whether

In wh- questions, we do not need if or whether.


‘What do you want?’
‘He asked me what I wanted.’ 
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Note: In reported speech we do not usually repeat everything the person said – we just summarise it.

Direct speech: ‘Is there any chance you can help me fix my car later. It’s got an engine problem. I’m not sure what’s wrong.’
Indirect speech: ‘He asked if I could help him fix his car later.’

There are many verbs for summarising people’s words in this way:   
Direct speech: ‘First you chop the onions. Put them in a frying pan with oil. After that, add the meat and tomatoes. Simmer for…

Indirect speech: ‘He explained how to make a Bolognese sauce.’

Other useful verbs for summarising/reporting what people say are:

– promise (to do something)

– refuse (to do something)

– agree (to do something)
– suggest (doing something)

– advise (someone to do something)

– recommend (doing something)
– deny (doing something)
– warn someone (not to do something)
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