Conditionals:

What they are and how one might present them.

The future — facts or fantasy? 


For students, the conditionals present one of the more difficult areas of English grammar.  The patterns of the conditionals have their own complexities, but with a little work the students ultimately learn the patterns. However, learning how to use each of these patterns presents a continuing difficulty.  


The first pattern to be learned, of course, is the so-called first conditional, that is, sentences of the form If I eat any more, I’ll get sick.   The verb in the dependent clause is in the simple present, while the verb in the main clause is in the future tense.


Students often learn this pattern when they learn the future tense.  The pattern occurs in sentences about the future like  When I get home, I’ll give you a phone call.  


After the first conditional has been learned, it is necessary to contrast it with the second conditional, that is, sentences of the form If I jumped off this roof, I would probably break my leg.  The verb in the dependent clause is in the simple past, while the verb in the main clause typically contains would  or could  plus the simple verb root.  Unfortunately, the second conditional is also sometimes called the past conditional.  For students, the term past conditional is particularly misleading since the second conditional has nothing whatsoever to do with past time.  


Nonetheless, with some work, the students also learn the pattern for the second conditional.  Now comes the difficult part — teaching students to differentiate the meanings of the first and the second conditional.


Part of the teaching, of course, can be done by explaining the meanings.  Roughly, we use the first conditional, which uses will  and can  in the main clause, to talk about things we expect to happen.   Of course, we might be wrong — what we expect doesn’t always happen.


And, we use the second conditional, which uses would  and could  in the main clause, to fantasise, that is, to talk about how things would be if the world were different.


Most of the teaching, however, requires illustration through the use of clear examples.  For differentiating the first and second conditionals, one of the clearest examples we know of involves playing an interactive game of tic-tac-toe with one of the students in your class.


Before starting, however, it is crucial that the students understand how to play the game.  Undoubtedly, most already do, but for those who don’t the whole point of the exercise will be lost unless they are shown how to play first.  So, take a minute or two and teach them how to play.


Begin the language teaching by picking out a student in the back of the class to play tic-tac-toe against.  


As you play tic-tac-toe with the student,  ask questions about what the student will do and about what you will do.   Ask the student,  “Where will you put your ‘X’?” Ask the other students, “Where will I put my next ‘O’?” 


Sometimes students will answer, “I don’t know.”  If they do, use the opportunity to teach them, “I think he will…” or “I guess he will…”

 
Continue working with the first conditional until the students are comfortable with it. 
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Once the class is comfortable with the first conditional, it is time to slip in the second conditional. Do this by asking questions such as, “If you were me, where would you put your next ‘O’?”  and “If you were (the student player), where would you put your next ‘O’?”   Notice that these questions are in the second conditional.


When students are asked what they would do, the correct answer is something like, “(If I were you,) I would put it in square 4.”  Frequently, however, students answer, “I’ll put it in square 4.”  But, the will  is wrong!  Will  is only used to describe what is about to happen!  


Would  is the right answer, because the answer is hypothetical.  The students were asked what they would do, if they were playing, not what they will do.  


It takes the students a little while to catch on, but eventually they realise that will  is used to describe what the teacher or the student player is about to do.  The would  is used when they hypothesise.   


For almost every class, it is quite useful to put sample questions as well as sample answers up on the board before the game begins so that the students can use them as models during the lesson.


The homework focuses on the same distinction. The first part of the essay asks the students to fantasise about what they would do if they were given a million dollars to spend next year.  Naturally, they should use the second conditional with its would  or could  in this section.  


The second part of the essay asks the students to describe what they will really do this year — since it is highly unlikely that anyone is going to give them a million dollars to spend. Naturally, they should use the first conditional with its will  or can  in this section. 

Student Worksheet

Instructions:  Finish writing the two incomplete paragraphs in the essay below.  The first is about what you would do if you were given a million dollars to spend this year.   Remember that you will not really be given a million dollars to spend this year — will you?  The second is about what you will really do next year. 

The future:  facts and fantasy


If I were suddenly given a million dollars to spend this year, I would do many things that I cannot afford to do now.  For instance, ___________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________


However, because no one is really going to give me a million dollars, what I will actually do this year is quite different.  Probably, ___________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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