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Reporting the Exact Words People Use

1
Change of Tense
When we report what someone said, the verb forms often move one tense into the past.

‘I believe that what I am doing is right,’ she said, ‘I will continue to fight for justice.’

She said she believed that what she was doing was right, and that she would continue to

fight for justice.

Verb forms change in the following way:

	Direct Speech 

(the actual words)
	Reported speech 

(indirect speech)

	Present Simple (do)
	Past Simple (did)

	Present Continuous (is doing)
	Past Continuous (was doing)

	Present Perfect (has done)
	Past Perfect (had done)

	Past Simple (did)
	Past Perfect (had done)

	Past Continuous (was doing)*
	Past Perfect Continuous (had been doing)

	Past Perfect (had done)
	No change possible

	Past Perfect Continuous (had been doing)
	No change possible

	will
	would

	is going to
	was going to

	can
	could

	must 
	had to 

	* This frequently does not change in reported speech


REMEMBER:

1
The change of tense often happens because what the person said is now in the past.

His parents said he would behave well, but he cried all day.
2
If what the person says is still true/relevant now, we often don’t change tenses. 

‘I’m going to be late for class.’

John said he’s going to be late for class.

It is possible to change tenses in such cases, but it is often done in more formal contexts.

‘Today’s agreement is a historic opportunity,’ the CEO said.

The CEO said that today’s agreement was a historic opportunity.

3
Notice that if the reporting verb is in the present tense, then there is no tense change.

My teacher says I can borrow a few books from the library over the holiday.

2
Reported Questions

Because reported questions are not real questions, the word order is the same as in statements.


    1         2


‘Will you start to recycle your bottles and cans?’





1       2


He asked if they would start to recycle their bottles and cans.
3
Some common reporting verbs and the constructions used after them

a
Statements


say

tell

answer

reply

add

She added/said/answered/replied/added that she …



b
Questions

The verb ask is most commonly used to report questions, but wonder and want to know are sometimes used too. After wh- questions, the question word is used as a conjunction.

The teacher asked her where she had been.

With yes/no questions if or whether are used.

She wondered if/whether it was going to rain tonight.
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