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ABSTRACT

Reported speech is a critical tool for communication in the English language. However, reporting questions can

be challenging for some non-native English students at the university level. This study, conducted at a South African

University, analysed students’ mastery of reported speech questions. The choice of a South African University as the

study location was based on [reason for choosing this location. A qualitative research method was employed to provide

in-depth knowledge of the mastery of reported speech questions. The qualitative approach was chosen over the quantitative

because it explores the depth and complexity of human experiences and cultural contexts overlooked by quantitative

methods. The study’s population comprised 26 English Language Teaching (ELT) Honours students registered in the 2023

academic year. Ten purposively selected students participated in this study since the researchers considered only the current

registered students in the department. A questionnaire comprising nine reported speech questions was utilised. The study

found that students were skilled at using short and simple sentences appropriately compared to compound, complex, and

compound-complex sentences. However, these students performed remarkably after receiving specific training on using

reported speech questions. This study’s implication promotes the use of reported speech questions by non-native English

students to enhance competence in English. The study is beneficial to students, lecturers, and syllabus designers. Future

researchers can conduct further studies about the use of reported speech questions. This study argues for the effective use

of reported speech questions by ELT students in South Africa and worldwide.
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1. Introduction

Reported speech question, a ubiquitous feature of the

English language, is often presented as direct speech within

quotation marks in a specific conversational context regarded

as the trouble-telling sequence [1] or indirect speech with “the

subtleties and nuances playing a significant role in convey-

ing meaning, shaping narratives, and enriching discourse” [2].

Both forms complement the verbal process, often using wh-

question words including ‘what’, ‘when’, ‘who’, ‘where’,

‘why’, and ‘how’. When reporting someone else’s words,

whether verbatim or rephrased [3], the appropriateness of the

context is crucial. Reporting the reported speech questions

is not merely a record-keeping exercise but a powerful para-

phernalia that shapes the use of English. In this situation,

referring to other people’s words to account for characters’

sayings and thoughts is an everyday activity in conversation.

Reported speech involves a relation between two commu-

nication events using a communication verb/verba dicendi

by “mentioning the speaker to whom the narrator assigns

the ownership of sayings or thoughts” [4]. In this essence,

this verb codifies verbal activities by giving information and

explaining the speaker’s communicative intentions, such as

assuring, promising, and asking. On the other hand, utilis-

ing reported speech questions appropriately is a strenuous

exercise for non-native speakers of the English language in

the classroom environment.

The present article sought to determine the level of

mastery of reported speech questions by non-native English

students who studied the English Teaching module at a South

African university. English mastery by speakers whose first

language is not English is associated with the intentional

assimilation of rules and conventions required in teaching

and learning [5, 6]. Proficient users of the English language

are expected to understand the reported speech questions

because they are one of the cognitive tools for learning and

production [7]. Based on this insight, the reported speech

question such as ‘What did I hope to get from it?’, “the pro-

noun I reflect a shift of the deictic centre to the first-person

narrator’s viewpoint” [8].

In the reported question in ‘What did I believe to bene-

fit from it?’, for example, the pronoun I represent the narra-

tor/character. The viewpoint pecking order yields the unusual

effect of having I, typically referring to the speaker; refer

to the addressee instead. Based on this insight, this situa-

tion calls for significant comprehension of reported speech

questions to avoid poor competence in the English language.

Nevertheless, some users still commit errors when endeav-

ouring to promptly communicate their explicit [9–11] ideas in

a well-organised manner.

In South Africa, some students study English for aca-

demic specialists because it empowers them to communicate

all the time [12] eloquently. However, using English as an

official language in South Africa has some limitations in that

poor competence may often result in non-native speakers [5].

Some users of English in various areas, including education,

socio-economy, politics, and religion, experience difficulties

in producing eloquent propositions [10]. Kendall [12] adds that

teaching reported speech questions to students from mul-

ticultural backgrounds is not relatively easy. Li et al. [13]

add that respondents experienced difficulties using reported

speech questions regarding interviews, pre-tests, and class-

room meetings.

Several investigations were conducted to master the

speech questions the ELTHonours students reported at South

African University. However, minimal information has been

obtained. This study sought to bridge the gap by using re-

ported speech questions. Dalimunte and Salmiah [14] inves-

tigated the use of reported speech questions and found that

they experienced difficulties. Chandras [15] conducted a study

using reported speech questions and found that the students

could not use them appropriately. Jee et al. [16] investigated

the use of reported speech questions and discovered that stu-

dents make mistakes in transposition surrounding questions

and place adverbials in the wrong position. Mihovilić [17]

studied the use of reported speech questions and found that

students experienced difficulties. Similarly, Van Cranen-

burgh and Van Den Berg [18] surveyed Dutch quote attribu-

tion and found that the users could not use reported speech

appropriately. Additionally, information obtained from so-
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cial media texts can serve as a valuable tool for evaluating

the mental well-being of individuals [19].

Reported speech questions require changes in the areas,

including word order, tenses backshift, and adverbs of time

and place based on the reporting time [20]. To report speech

questions indirectly, the reporter changes the subject and

auxiliary [21, 22]. On the other hand, when reporting direct

questions that require ‘Yes/No’ answers [23]. Indirect speech

questions use the conjunction if or whether between initial

phrases and reported questions. The reporting verbs for the

polar questions ‘Yes/No’ are introduced by a reporting clause

fronted with ‘do’ and its appropriate forms, such as ‘does’

and ‘did’, and their various types [24]; and the forms of the

verb ‘to be.’ When using reported speech questions, the re-

porting clause is kept in statements together with the verb

asked, requiring information, for example,

• Mulalo asked: ‘Do you eat peanuts?’.

• Mulalo asked: ‘Don’t you like peanuts?’.

The correct answers are

• Mulalo asked me if I ate peanuts.

• Mulalo asked me if I did not like peanuts.

In the answers mentioned supra, it is evident that al-

though the auxiliary verb does in the direct questions, the

auxiliary ‘do’ is not included in the reported questions; the

third pronoun ‘you’ becomes the first pronoun ‘I’. The verb

‘eat’ becomes ‘ate’. Additionally, the question mark is com-

pletely removed to turn the question into a statement form.

In this regard, the auxiliary verb can only be used where the

question is in a negative form [25], as in:

• He asked: ‘Did you travel by bus this morning?’

• He asked me if/whether I had travelled by bus that morn-

ing.

In this situation, the reporting question differs from the

direct question because it consists of the reporting clauses:

asked me if/whether and a pronoun where the word order

becomes a statement [26]; the tense changes from simple past

to past perfect tense and an alteration adverb of time that

morning takes place when English users introduce questions

beginning with the wh-words such as who, where, why, what,

and how, the word that begins the question in direct speech

occurs. Like ‘Yes/No’ questions, the wh-word questions

have all the changes except the reported clause that starts

with a wh-word. On the other hand, when the users report

the wh-word questions, the original words are repeated with-

out any inversion [24] except the pronouns and show how the

questions follow all the rules for appropriately utilising the

reported speech questions, such as a wh-word and a how

questions. Based on this insight, using the wh-word and

a how accordingly is hectic for most students whose first

language is not English.

2. Review of Literature

The study was underpinned by Chomsky’s [27] gram-

matical competence theory, cited in Rahmonova and Khami-

dova [28]. This theory was better than others as it overtly

concerns grammar rules governing combining words and

phrases for structuring appropriate sentences. The notion

of ‘reported speech’ refers to the presentation of discourse

that purports to be from a prior occasion and emanates from

another person. Holt [29] claims that reported speech involves

“replaying the words of another speaker or the same speaker

on a previous occasion in spoken or written discourse.”

2.1. Exploring Reported Speech

Reported speech encompasses a broader range of lin-

guistic phenomena, including direct quotations and para-

phrased statements. Holt [29] suggest it incorporates “the

content of what is being reported and how it is presented

and interpreted by the reporting speaker or writer.” Reported

speech can take several forms, including statements, ques-

tions, commands, and exclamations, each with its conven-

tions and grammatical structures. However, in this study, the

focus was on reported speech questions where interrogative

sentences are converted into indirect speech, often chang-

ing word order, verb tense, and punctuation [20] to indirectly

convey inquiries, requests, or expressions of uncertainty.

2.2. Cultural and Linguistic Variations

The resolutions and norms governing indirect and re-

ported speech may vary across cultures, languages, and com-

municative contexts. In English, linguistic features, includ-

ing verb conjugations, pronoun usage, and sentence struc-

tures, can differ from those of the other languages [2], trans-

lating into difficulties in reported speech comprehension [1],
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expression, and perception of reported speech.

2.3. Impact on Written and Oral Communica-

tion

Indirect and reported speech profoundly impacts writ-

ten and oral communication, shaping how they are explored.

Reported speech involves a broader range of linguistic phe-

nomena, such as direct quotations and paraphrased state-

ments [3]. Also, they play a significant role in communicating

information, opinions, and arguments in various contexts,

including business communication, legal proceedings, and

political discourse [2]. In oral propositions, indirect and re-

ported speech enables dialogue, negotiation, and persuasion

because they allow addressers to transmit complex ideas,

emotions, and intentions with nuance and subtlety [4]. In-

direct and reported speech is effective in English language

and communication, leading to expressing thoughts, feelings,

and experiences with precision, nuances, and creativity.

With the mastery of the mechanics and conventions

of indirect and reported speech questions, students navigate

the convolutions of language more effectively, whether as

writers, speakers, or listeners [6]. Through their complex func-

tions and cultural variations, indirect and reported speech

may be cumbersome to non-native speakers of English. How-

ever, they enrich narratives, foster empathy and comprehen-

sion, and fill the gaps between individuals and communities,

expressing [2] and interpreting others’ words.

As the findings from the previous research in this study

indicate that students experience difficulties in using reported

speech questions, the objectives of this study were to iden-

tify the areas of reported speech question mastery by ELT

Honours students at a South African University and to eval-

uate their usage in communication. The study attempted to

answer the following questions: 1) What are the areas of

reported speech questions mastery by ELT Honours students

at a South African University? 2) How can the areas of re-

ported speech questions mastery by ELT Honours students

at a South African University be described?

3. Materials and Methods

The study adopted a qualitative approach over a quan-

titative one because it is “crucial for exploring the depth

and complexity of human experiences, capturing emotions,

motivations, and cultural contexts that quantitative meth-

ods may overlook” [30]. An exploratory research design was

utilised to investigate the research questions that have not pre-

viously been explored [31] in-depth. However, Vaughan [30],

states that the limitations of using a qualitative approach

are that 1) It’s a time-consuming process, 2) The researcher

cannot verify the results of qualitative research, 3) It is a

labour-intensive approach, 4) It is challenging to investi-

gate causality, and 5) Qualitative research is not statistically

representative. In addition, whether the result can be a true re-

flection of the investigation is unknown. Hence, researchers

can only get answers from the questions they ask [30] from

the respondents.

The research respondents were 10 purposively selected

ELT Honours students out of 23 registered in the 2023

academic year at a South African University since the re-

searchers considered only the current registered students in

the department. Although this study is limited to 10 students,

the researchers hoped to obtain credible, reliable, and valid

results from the actual population of their choice. Never-

theless, Voxco [32] argues that the limitations of purposive

sampling over probability are that 1) It provides invalid infer-

ential statistical procedures, 2) It is prone to researcher bias,

3) it is challenging for the representative nature of samples, 4)

There is a risk of data manipulation by participants, 5) There

is no way to evaluate reliability and 6) It can still produce

inaccurate results. In this essence, purposive sampling has

many drawbacks, although it is mainly applied in qualitative

research.

3.1. The Profile of the Respondents is Shown

in Table 1

Data visualisation in Table 1 depicts 10 respondents

registered in a South African University in the 2023 aca-

demic year and represented by five columns with 11 rows

where 10 respondents are illustrated. The first column on

the extreme left entails the number of respondents, the sec-

ond shows gender (males and females), the third shows the

educational background, and the fourth on the extreme right

is the students’ English competence status. In the gender

column, there are males and five females, respectively. The

respondents’ ages range between 21 to 27.
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Table 1. Demographic profile of selected ELT Honours students (n = 10).

Respondents Gender Age
Educational Background

[Passed ENG Level 3 (P), Failed Level 3 (F)]
English Competence

1 Male 22 F Poor

2 Female 22 F Fair

3 Male 21 P Good

4 Female 23 F Fair

5 Female 28 P Good

6 Female 25 P Good

7 Female 23 P Poor

8 Male 26 P good

9 Male 24 F Fair

10 Male 27 P Good

Table 1 depicts five males and five females. On the

one hand, the males were aged 21, 22, 24, 26 and 27, but on

the other hand, the females had 22, 23, 23, 25, and 28 age

limits. There were six passes and four failures in their ENG

level three regarding educational background. The number

of males who passed ENG level three was three, while two

failed. The number of females who passed ENG level 3 was

three, while those who could not pass within one year were 3.

Regarding the students’ competence in English, three males

were competent, while one had a poor competence level.

Two males displayed fair competence levels, while only one

had a poor competence level. Concerning the competence

level of the female respondents, one female had a poor level,

two had a good one, and the other two had a fair one. Gen-

erally, the respondents’ intelligence quotient (IQ) is nearly

similar, as displayed by their competency level before the

finalisation of the outcomes. Based on this interpretation,

it was not easy to speculate the general outcome of their

response to the use of reported speech questions.

A table involving nine direct speech questions was em-

ployed using ‘Yes’ or ‘No’, wh-word, and the modals involv-

ing reporting questions. In this sense, the questions were

arranged using simple, compound, complex, and compound-

complex sentences. Respondents were allocated 45 min-

utes to complete the task. The permission to collect data

was obtained from the Research offices at the University of

Venda. The researchers carefully observed informed con-

sent, anonymity, confidentiality, and harm to the respondents.

Regarding the data availability statement, the researchers

pledged the authors’ lesson analysis availability upon request

since it was from the classroom environment.

Data were analysed using Delve Thematic Analysis soft-

ware due to its new enhancements that manipulated the coding

systems and found, grouped, refined, and organised themes to

streamline code merging processes [33]. The researchers used

the following steps for running thematic analysis software:

precoding work, open code work, clustering of initial codes,

clustering of selected codes, reviewing, revising, finalising the

themes, and writing the narratives [34]. Therefore, data were

analysed using thematic analysis because it can organise sort

and package coned and patterns accordingly.

However, the limitations of using Delve Thematic Anal-

ysis software are that the analysis depends on its interpre-

tative nature. The identification and analysis of themes are

dependent on the researcher’s perspective. In this regard, this

subjectivity may lead to variations in the analysis and interpre-

tation of the results, where various researchers might identify

different themes within the same dataset. As interventionary

studies involving humans require ethical approval, the present

study was waived for ethical clearance. Hence, only informed

consent was utilised as it might have taken too long to receive

a response from the concerned parties.

4. Results

In this study, the findings based on reported speech

questions were analysed using a questionnaire in Tables

1–5 comprising three columns: sentences, themes, and er-

rors. Data were sorted, organised, and analysed [15] regarding

‘tense backshift.’ Also, they were arranged in line with the

‘what question’, ‘how-question’, ‘which’, ‘why’, ‘can ques-

tions’, and ‘adverbs of time’ word orders.

4.1. Tense Backshift

The following Table 2 illustrates a ‘tense backshift’

from which the students were requested to respond accord-

ingly:
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Table 2. Tense Backshift.

Sentences Themes Errors

Johnson: ‘Why do you want to teach here?’ From present to simple past tense ‘want’ versus ‘wanted’. 1

Johnson: ‘What will you do to ensure they do not affect this

position?’

From present to simple past tense, ‘do not affect’ against ‘did not

affect’.

2

Johnson: ‘What are the types of subjects you intend to teach?’ From present to simple past tense ‘intend’ versus ‘intended’. 1

Matshema: ‘What qualities will you bring here?’ From present future to past future, ‘will’ against ‘would’. 1

From the present modal to the past modal, ‘may’ versus ‘might’. 3

Matshema: ‘Can you tell me the difficulties you have

experienced since last year?’

From present perfect to past perfect tense, ‘have experienced’ against

‘had experienced.’

1

After examining the respondents’ responses to Table

2, the researchers gave them the following ‘what-question

word order’ to show their skills in dealing withthis type of

speech question.

4.2. What-Question Word Order

Table 3 specifically dealt with the use of the ‘what-

question’ requiring responses from the respondents.

After looking at the respondents’ responses in Table

3, the participants then responded to the use of the ‘how-

question word order’.

4.3. How-Question Word Order

Table 4 hereunder comprises two questions that address

the use of the ‘how-question’.

The above-illustrated table is now followed by ques-

tions that deal with two wh-questions and one modal.

4.4. Which, Why, and Can-Question Word Or-

ders

In the Table 5 illustrated hereunder; four questions

were provided.

The provided questions were answered professionally

and followed by adverbs of time dealing with word order.

4.5. Adverbs of Time Word Order

Table 6 addresses only the following three questions.

In Table 6, the respondents also answered the three

questions appropriately.

Table 3. Use of ‘what-question’.

Sentences Themes Errors

Johnson: ‘What are your weaknesses, and what will you do?’ ‘What were my weaknesses’ unlike ‘what my weaknesses were’ 6

‘What would I do’ instead of ‘What I would do’. 2

Matshema: ‘What are your expectations?’ ‘What were my expectations ’versus ‘What my expectations were’. 3

Cotze: ‘What are your strengths? ‘What was my strength’ versus my strengths were.’ 3

Johnson: ‘What positive contributions will your studies make

towards improving the performance of students?’

‘What positive contributions would my studies make’ against ‘What

positive contributions would my studies make.’

6

Table 4. Use of ‘How-question’.

Sentences Themes Errors

Cotze: ‘How will you best utilise your strengths? ‘How would I’ instead of ‘how I would’. 6

Matshema: ‘How do you envisage to alleviate these challenges?’ ‘How did I envisage’ unlike ‘how I envisaged’. 8

Table 5. Use of ‘which, why, and can questions’.

Sentences Themes Regarding Word Order Errors

Cotze: ‘Which of your accomplishments are you most proud of?’ ‘Which of my accomplishments I was proud of?’ 0

Johnson: ‘Why do you want to teach here?’ Wh-word why instead ‘I wanted’. 0

Johnson: ‘Where exactly in Limpopo would you like to work?’ ‘I wanted to know where…’. 0

Matshema: ‘Can you describe any major difficulties faced?’ ‘…asked to describe’ instead of ‘if I could …’ 0
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Table 6. Adverbs of time.

Sentences Themes Errors

Matshema: ‘How do you alleviate these challenges?’ ‘these’ instead of ‘those’. 4

Cotze: ‘What are your expectations today?’ ‘today’ instead of ‘that day’. 4

Cotze: ‘How will you utilise your strengths for this position?’ ‘this’ instead of ‘that’. 8

5. Discussion

Table 2 depicts five respondents who made mistakes

regarding tense backshift from simple present to past sim-

ple tense. Nevertheless, some students (9) were conversant

with the rules about using indirect speech questions. One

respondent did not know the rule and used tenses for the

question: Why do you want to teach here? Versus wanted.

Furthermore, two respondents could not change the present

tense phrase in the question in …they do not affect this posi-

tion negatively because they were unaware of the appropriate

use of reported speech questions. They wrote do not and

disregarded did not. One respondent could not sequence the

present tense verb intend in the question with the type of

subjects you intend. Moreover, the other student could not

change the present perfect tense phrase ‘have experienced’ to

the past perfect tense phrase had experienced. The skill for

changing verbs from present to past tense was difficult and

showed that students did not master using reported speech

questions. This situation is concerning because these stu-

dents have been studying English for over nine years or more

at their secondary school level. This finding supports Chan-

dras [15], who found that many respondents could not use the

reported speech appropriately.

Three respondents had trouble regarding a change from

the past tense modal verbmay tomight in the question: What

qualities will…that other candidates may not? Although

changing the modal verb ‘may’ to ‘might’ is as easy as chang-

ing ‘can’ to ‘could’, the participants in context experienced

difficulty using reported speech questions. The present find-

ing supports Ashraf et al. [24] and Farooq and Farid [21], who

suggest that respondents experience difficulties using re-

ported speech questions. Nevertheless, the irregularity of

the past tense modal forms and the multiple functions of the

modals could explain the challenges for foreign speakers of

English. However, committing such a horrible mistake was

expected of university students who claim to have developed

enough competence in the use of the English language by

how they smartened themselves as they communicated. Also,

the finding is congruent with Dalimunte and Salmiah’s [14]

suggestion that a change in the timeframe of the action poses

challenges to non-native language English users.

Table 3 illustrates that twenty errors were committed

regarding the word order change regarding the use of the

wh-word, such as from direct to reported speech questions.

In this regard, it is concerning that the university students em-

barrassed the researchers towards comprehending the word

order change. The highest number of errors were committed

when reporting a compound sentence with two wh-words

like what, as in: What are your weaknesses? and What will

you do? The same highest number of errors (six) was com-

mitted in the compound and complex sentences with polar

questions and wh-word what. Three respondents could not

use the correct word order for wh-word what, as in What

are your strengths? How will you utilise your strengths?

Instead of placing it at the end of the sentence, they fronted

the noun expectations with the helping verb, such as were.

Two respondents could not use the correct word order for the

compound question: What are your expectations? However,

they could use simple sentences appropriately in the reported

speech questions. This finding supports Mihovilić [17], who

suggests that reported speech statements can be challenging

for non-native English speakers.

Table 4 depicts fourteen errors committed when the

respondents attempted to report the wh-word question How.

Six respondents committed word order errors when changing

the second part of the first wh-word from direct to indirect

speech; instead of writing the statement, they repeated the

question. Eight respondents could not use the correct word

order regarding wh-word How; when changing it into a re-

ported speech for the question How will I best to How I

would best when required to combine the two statements

into one compound sentence. As noticed in the reporting of

wh-word what, it was challenging to manage compound sen-

tences. Therefore, the majority of the students, in one way

or another, were bamboozled by using the reported speech

questions in such a manner that they hardly expressed them-

selves considerably. In this regard, the respondents’wh-, how

214



Forum for Linguistic Studies | Volume 07 | Issue 01 | January 2025

questions and the adverb of time were difficult. This finding

aligns withAshraf et al. [24], who suggest that reported speech

troubles non-native speakers about ‘word order’. In addition,

the respondents could not work out longer sentences requir-

ing simultaneous changes to more than three grammatical

aspects. The suggestion is that mastering the use of reported

speech questions is a daunting exercise.

It was, therefore, established that the respondents could

not manage questions with two simple sentences. It is evi-

dent that they were not aware of the rules regarding the use of

unaware of the regulations regarding using simple sentences.

For example, they could not combine the two statements

into a compound sentence, as expected. Instead, most de-

cided to deal with the statements individually because they

overgeneralised the rules. In addition, the participants’ re-

sponse suggests that unexpected grammatical aspects in a

question could be challenging for respondents, even with

questions they would have managed correctly if they were

simple sentences. If the task did not involve reported speech

questions, they might have efficiently combined the two

simple sentences into a compound sentence.

This finding is congruent with Farooq and Farid’s [21]

suggestion that EFL learners fail to master the use of re-

ported speech questions, although they have spent much time

studying this skill. Moreover, the present finding supports

Chandras [15], who suggests that the wrong use of pronouns

contributes to the difficulty experienced by the respondents

regarding the use of reported speech questions. Therefore,

this finding indicates that reported speech for long questions

poses challenges for non-native English respondents at South

African universities. Therefore, it is worth noting that the

mastery of speech questions reported by the respondents in

this context is not an easy task.

Table 5 shows that all the respondents could report the

question correctly without any errors in word order. Which

of your accomplishments are you most proud of ? This could

be attributed to the fact that the question was short, and they

were expected to change the present tense into the past tense.

This suggests that the shorter the question, the more accessi-

ble respondents can handle word order. All the respondents

could use the appropriate word order for the wh-word why.

This correspondence suggests that they were competent in

reporting questions. Moreover, the respondents did the same

with the ‘where-question’ in the same sentence.

No respondent committed an error in reporting the

‘where-question’. Johnson asked me why I wanted to teach

in Limpopo Province and where exactly I wanted to teach

in Limpopo province. Eight respondents avoided using the

modal can used in the question form. Only two respondents

could not use the modal form while reporting the question

Can you describe by stating that if I could describe? Al-

though it is not necessarily incorrect to respond the way they

did as they wrote to describe any, they were expected to

respond to the question the way it was phrased. This finding

supports Ashraf et al. [24], who suggest that reported speech

troubles in non-native English speakers.

Table 6 illustrates that four respondents could not use

the adverb of the time these to those in the second part of

the statement about how I alleviate those challenges. One

respondent wrote the word to, seeming to be a careless error,

but the researcher cannot account for the error type as it is un-

clear whether the respondent knew the correct adverb. Eight

respondents did not backshift the adverb of time this to that

in the compound statement your strengths for that position.

In the previous statement of wh-word what, nine respondents

were competent because they could utilise the same adverb

of time such as that. Contrarily, one respondent was unable

to change it. Four respondents used the incorrect adverb time

today instead of that day in the statement ‘discussing that

day were’. Four respondents did not backshift the adverb

of time last year to the previous year in the statement that

the schools had experienced the previous year. This find-

ing is congruent with Chandras [15], who found that many

respondents could not use the reported speech appropriately.

Although the respondents were proficient in using the

adverb of time when reporting short statements, they could

not respond appropriately when reporting the speech question

compound sentences. These findings show that the ELTHon-

ours respondents at a SouthAfrican University were not fully

proficient in using reported speech questions; the respon-

dents could only report questions used in simple rather than

compound and complex sentences. Reporting compound sen-

tences posed challenges to the respondents in dealing with

adverbs of time and using punctuation marks. The respon-

dents committed errors of omission when dealing with long

sentences, which require using more than three grammatical

aspects in a sentence.

The outcome of the present study is similar to the pre-
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vious research because although some students performed

better, the majority of the ELT Honours respondents could

not understand the appropriate use of reported speech ques-

tions. Compared with the former research, these results

contributed to the body of knowledge because the correct

use of reported speech questions can meliorate university

students’ recognisable competence in the English language.

6. Conclusions

The present study endeavoured to answer the research

questions regarding the mastery of reported speech ques-

tions at a South African University. Due to the complexities

of reported speech questions, some respondents experience

difficulties even in simple sentences, such as compound,

complex, and compound-complex sentences. In examining

students’ application of the rules regarding the appropriate

use of reported speech questions, the researchers noted a

slight improvement in their ability to construct meaningful

sentences. The majority of the students could not identify

and interpret the use of direct and indirect speech questions.

The participants still used the wrong pronouns and verbs,

which contributed to the difficulty experienced by the re-

spondents concerning the use of reported speech questions.

However, some students could demonstrate their expertise in

engaging reported speech questions. Furthermore, they were

able to indicate some comprehension of the role of sequenc-

ing in speech representation. Thus, the researchers could

not claim that students attained a better understanding of

reported speech questions as satisfactory differences existed

among the participants.

The study findings suggest that unless frequent practice

in the reported speech questions is done, students can be-

come incompetent with simple or complex reported speech

questions. Although long and complex statements cause re-

spondents to commit errors, including tense backshift, word

order, and backshift of adverbs of time, frequent practice

using reported speech questions can solve some challenges.

This study recommends that learners and teachers be well-

acquainted with the appropriate use of reported speech ques-

tions. The syllabus designers and curriculum developers

must devise plans to improve the use of reported speech

questions by the ELT Honours University students.

The limitation of this study was that data were collected

from the same participants on the day and time allocated for

a specific lesson. This study implies that reported speech

questions are helpful when one reports a particular event.

Students and lecturers benefit from the frequent practice of

reported speech questions. Future researchers can conduct

further research on the mastery of reported speech questions.

Furthermore, the present study recommends the appropri-

ate use of reported speech questions by all ELT Honours

students at a South African university and most universities

worldwide.
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