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Tenses in reported speech

The tense used in reported speech is usually one 
tense back in time from the tense in direct speech.

REPORTED SPEECH IN DIFFERENT TENSES

PRESENT CONTINUOUS

PAST CONTINUOUS

PRESENT PERFECT

PAST PERFECT

FUTURE WITH “WILL”

MODAL VERB “WOULD”

MODAL VERB “CAN”

MODAL VERB “COULD”

See also:
Present continuous 4   Past continuous 10  
Past perfect simple 13   Modal verbs 56

In reported speech, the reported verb usually “goes back”  
a tense. Time and place references and pronouns 
sometimes also change.
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REPORTED SPEECH AND THE PAST SIMPLE

REPORTED SPEECH WITHOUT CHANGE OF TENSE

The past simple in direct speech can either stay as the 
past simple or change to the past perfect in reported 
speech. The meaning is the same.

If the situation described is ongoing, the verb does 
not have to change tense in reported speech.

DIRECT SPEECH 
WITH PAST SIMPLE

REPORTED SPEECH WITH  
PAST SIMPLE OR PAST PERFECT

FURTHER EXAMPLES

Amelia still likes eating cake.
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If speech is reported some time after it was said, words 
used to talk about times and places may need to change.

TIME AND PLACE REFERENCES

The time reference is 
“yesterday” in direct speech.

The time reference is  
“the day before” in 

reported speech.

FURTHER EXAMPLES
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In reported speech, pronouns may also need to be 
changed to ensure they refer to the correct person or thing.

OTHER CHANGES IN REPORTED SPEECH

“These” is replaced by  
the more distant “those.”

“This” is replaced by  
the more distant “that.”

FURTHER EXAMPLES
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