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Abstract  
The categorization and usage of conditional clauses has drawn the interest of generations of linguists working in 

various linguistic frameworks. Introducing the students to the academic studies on this topic is a compulsory 

prerequisite, but it should be properly balanced with their own research experience and that is where language 

resources fit in. The paper focuses on conditional clauses presented through lexical-semantic databases such as 

FrameNet and a number of freely available English corpora – The British National Corpus (BNC), The Corpus 

of Contemporary American (COCA), The News on the Web Corpus (NOW), etc. 

 

Practical applications  

The paper presents an innovative approach to teaching conditional sentences in an English Practice Class. The 

main objective is to implement language resources such as lexical-semantic databases and corpora in order to 

enhance the students’ analytical abilities and improve their language competency. In addition, students can apply 

this approach in their future work as teachers and academic researchers. 
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Introduction 
 

The linguistic research on the [if p, then q] syntactic 

frame in English explores particular complex 

sentence structures (conditional clauses) from 

different perspectives – descriptive, pragmatic, 

functional, and cognitive. Our aim is to develop and 

improve the students’ language competency of 

conditionals in an English practice class, therefore 

we have adopted the approach of descriptive 

linguistics to the categorization of conditional 

clauses and teach them through the lexical semantic 

database FrameNet and available English corpora 

such as The British National Corpus (Burnard, 

2007), The Corpus of Contemporary American 

(Davies, 2016b), The News on the Web Corpus 

(Davies, 2016a), etc.   

The descriptive approach is based mostly on formal 

categorization of the linguistic units both in the 

subordinate clause (p) that sets up the conditions and 

the main clause (q) that expresses the consequences. 

The classification runs along two criteria – the time 

reference and the nature of the conditions – 

real/unreal denoted in the subordinate clause. These 

criteria determine the usage of a particular tense-

aspect verb form in the subordinate clause, which in 

turn evokes the usage of a particular modal verb 

phrase in the main clause. The formal categorization 

is then highlighted through the meaning and 

implicatures of the conditional types. 

 

Theoretical Background 
 

The brief outline of the conditional sentences is 

based on the descriptive approach applied in three 

academic editions: A Comprehensive Grammar of 

the English Language (Quirk et al., 1985), Longman 

Grammar of Spoken and Written English (Biber et 

al., 1999), and The Cambridge Grammar of The 

English Language (Huddleston & Pullum, 2002). 

 

Sentence Structure 

The basic type of a conditional sentence follows the 

syntactic pattern of a complex sentence with initial 

subordinate clause (protasis) most often introduced 

by the subordinating conjunction if.  

(1)  If he reads the book carefully, he will acquire 

some knowledge of metaphysics (Quirk et al., 

1985); 

The subordinate clause is not restricted to initial 

position only but may also follow the main clause 

(apodosis).   

(2) We won’t go bankrupt, if we budget carefully 

(Huddleston & Pullum, 2002); 

The subordinate clause can be introduced with other 

subordinating conjunctions besides if, such as in 

case, provided, supposing, unless, assuming, etc.   

(3)  Unless they can get people in the organization 

to do what must be doing they will not succeed 

(Biber et al., 1999); 

(4) The meeting will start at 5:30, provided (that) 

there is a quorum (Huddleston & Pullum, 

2002);; 

(5) Assuming (that) everybody agrees, the project 

will get, the project will get under way next 

month (Huddleston & Pullum, 2002);; 

An issue to mention here that will be discussed later 

on is that parallel to the S-V-O structure of the 

subordinate clause we can distinguish alternatives 

with subject-verb inversion that lack a subordinating 

conjunction.   

(6) Had I not seen it with my own eyes, I would not 

have believed it (Quirk et al., 1985); 

Example 6 is an alternative to the basic type “If I had 

not seen it with my own eyes, I would not have 

believed it.” 

 

Types of Conditional Sentences 

Conditional sentences are categorised into open and 

remote conditionals as regards the time reference 

both in the protasis and the apodosis and the 

respective tense-aspect-modality verb phrases that 

denote present, future, and past time in the discourse. 

 

Open conditionals 

Open conditionals are also referred to as ‘real’ as the 

main clause does not specify whether the condition 

set up in the subordinate clause is fulfilled or not, 

though in quite a number of  cases the interpretation 

is that it is inevitable or already decided. The matrix 

of an open conditional requires present simple or 

present progressive in the subordinate clause and 

either present simple or a linguistic unit denoting 

future-time reference in the main clause – Future 

simple will do being one of the possibilities.  

(7) If Jill is here, she is/will be in her office 

(Huddleston & Pullum, 2002); 

(8) If it rains tomorrow, we are going to take a taxi 

(Huddleston & Pullum, 2002);  

(9) If you touch that wire, you will get an electric 

shock (Huddleston & Pullum, 2002); 

The semantic categorization of open conditionals is 

often related to cause and effect as in example (8) or 

inference as in example (9).  
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A point to draw attention to is the alternative variant 

with the modal verb should substituting the 

conjunction if in a subject-verb inversion word order 

pattern.  

(10) Should you need further information, don’t 

hesitate to contact us.  (standard official letter 

ending); 

Should things go well, it would be nice to see the 

likes of Darren Patterson and Keith Rowland 

getting a run (Biber et al., 1999);  

Examples (10) and (11) illustrate formal context in 

which that pattern is widely used.  

The types of open conditionals are not constrained 

only to a parallel time-reference in the protasis and 

the apodosis. Various combinations determined by 

the respective implicatures can pop up in a natural 

discourse. 

(11) If he knows the answer, he got it from you 

Huddleston & Pullum, 2002). 

The condition set up in the subordinate clause is 

regarded as real and is expressed by present simple. 

The time reference in the apodosis is past, but the 

condition is interpreted as fulfilled (Huddleston & 

Pullum, 2002). 
 

Remote conditionals 

Remote conditionals are often referred to as unreal 

as the condition set up in the subordinate clause is 

hypothetical and evokes a hypothetical consequence 

in the main clause. Unlike with the open conditionals 

remote conditionals specify explicitly that the 

condition is not fulfilled. The two basic types of 

conditionals are presented in Table 1. 

The hypothetical conditions set up in the subordinate 

clause are counterfactual to reality, but the 

distinction between the two types is the time-

reference. A hypothetical condition with present and 

future time reference is grammatically expressed by 

past simple or past progressive in the subordinate 

clause, and a past modal verb in the main clause. 

That usage of past tense is regarded as modal 

because it does not express temporal meaning. 

Instead it signifies that the condition is hypothetical.  

(12) If she tried harder next time, she would pass the 

examination(Quirk et al., 1985); 

The interpretation of the condition in sentence (13) 

is that the speaker actually doubts whether she will 

try harder in the future (Quirk et al., 1985). 

(13) If he paid the fare, I could/might/would/ should 

take a taxi (Huddleston & Pullum, 2002); 

The interpretation of the condition in sentence (14) 

is that it is not likely for him to pay the fare. 

The choice of the past modal depends on the degrees 

of likelihood within the domain of non-factuality 

(Koynakova, 2012). 

The modal verb would is most frequent in the main 

clause, and though it is generally accepted that it 

does not necessarily bear an additional modal 

meaning (Quirk et al., 1985), yet one might argue 

that it is not always the case. If we compare 

sentences (15) and (16), the interpretations are quite 

different.  

(14) If they were alive, they would be moving around 

(Quirk et al., 1985); 

(15) If they were alive, they could be moving around.  

 Would in sentence (15) denotes certainty about the 

event’s occurrence in the non-factual reality, 

whereas could denotes just a possibility of moving 

around. In both sentences the interpretation of the 

condition is that they are not alive.   

The hypothetical past progressive in the subordinate 

clause indicates an activity in progress and is often 

used to indicate limited duration within the present 

time. 

(16) If she were trying harder, her parents wouldn’t 

be so anxious (Quirk et al., 1985); 

The hypothetical indicative was for 1st and 3rd person 

singular is often substituted for the subjunctive were. 

(17) If she was/were still in Paris, she would call on 

him this evening(Huddleston & Pullum, 2002); 

The alternative to the conjunction if is a subject verb 

inversion with were and should. 

(18) Where she still in Paris, she would call on him 

this evening.  

(19) Should she be still in Paris, she would call on 

him this evening.   

The construction be + infinitive (were to) often 

occurs in hypothetical conditional clauses with 

present-time reference either with subject verb 

inversion or introduced after the conjunction if. 

But were he to come, he would most likely be invited 

before the summit starts (Biber et al., 1999); 

(20) If he were to come, he would most likely be 

invited before the summit.  

A hypothetical conditional with past time reference 

is grammatically expressed by the hypothetical past 

perfect or past perfect progressive in the subordinate 

clause and a past perfective modal in the main 

clause.  

(21) If they had invited him to the conference, he 

would have attended(Quirk et al., 1985); 

(22) If they had invited him to the conference, he 

might have attended. 

Instead of would, another past perfective modal 

could be used as regards the degrees of likelihood 
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and the meaning implied. If we substitute might for 

would in example (24), the interpretation is slightly 

different.  

The perfective modal with might suggests that the 

speaker speculates about a possibility he/she is not 

that certain about in the domain of non-factuality as 

he/she is when using would. 

A subject-verb inversion is frequent with remote 

past conditionals.  

(23) Had I had any inkling of this, I would have 

acted differently (Huddleston & Pullum, 

2002). 

Example (25) is an alternative to the basic type 

(26).  

(24) If I had had any inkling of this, I would have 

acted differently. 

Just like the case with the open conditionals, remote 

conditionals are not restricted to parallel time-

reference in the protasis and apodosis (Huddleston 

& Pullum, 2002). 

The most distinct and frequent types are the 

combinations illustrated in examples (27) and (28). 

(25) If I had followed your advice, I would be rich 

now (Huddleston & Pullum, 2002). 

The hypothetical condition in the subordinate clause 

is set up in the past expressed by past perfect, and 

the hypothetical consequences in the main clause 

refer to present time and are expressed by a past 

modal.  

(26) If I were ill, I would have stayed at home 

(Huddleston & Pullum, 2002). 

The hypothetical condition is set up at present 

expressed by the modal past simple, whereas the 

time-reference in the main clause is past, expressed 

by past perfect. In both clauses, the hypothetical 

situation is counterfactual to the designated reality. 

 

Teaching Conditional Clauses through the 

Lexical-semantic Database FrameNet 
 

The most popular way to teach an English grammar 

class at the university is to choose among a variety 

of grammar books, published by Cambridge, 

Oxford, Longman, Macmillan, etc. Indeed, all of 

them provide some theoretical input and a couple of 

exercises that let students apply theory into practice. 

Some of the English Practice Grammars are 

accompanied by an internet-based application. Yet, 

our opinion is that students nowadays would rather 

face a challenge and seek for something more than 

ready-to use materials. Therefore, we have come up 

with the idea of implementing the FrameNet 

database in the process of teaching and learning – it 

is freely available online, and the corpus of examples 

comprises authentic language use, whereas in some 

grammars sentences are specifically designed for the 

presentation of a particular grammar unit. Moreover, 

introducing the students to the FrameNet database 

opens new perspectives for their future academic 

research based on the available electronic corpora. 

We usually start by summarising the basic types of 

conditional sentences as regards time-reference, 

reality or irreality of the conditions and the 

respective grammatical markers for their 

presentation. Then we provoke the students with the 

Conditional_ occurrence frame. We ask them to go 

through the definition: A Consequence is presented 

as occurring if the Profiled possibility occurs and to 

identify on their own what is behind the terms 

profiled possibility and consequence analysing the 

example that follows: 

(27) If you take too long, the train will leave without 

you. 

Once they have found out that profiled possibility is 

used to denote the condition and that consequence is 

used in the same way as they have been accustomed 

to, we explain that from now on we will be 

investigating the related lexical semantic frames 

through these core elements. Next, we draw their 

attention to the Conditional scenario frame. We 

encourage them to discuss the relations between 

profiled and opposite possibility alongside with the 

relations between consequence and 

anti_consequence as presented in the definition and 

in the examples:  

(28) If you read carefully, you'll see the letters are 

swapped.  

(29) Unless you read carefully, you won't 

understand what I said.  

We also provide comments on the lexical markers 

introducing the profiled possibilities, if and unless 

being the most common introductory subordinating 

conjunctions. We point out that unless in the 

subordinate clause is accompanied with a positive 

verb and always evokes the Negative conditional 

frame in which the two core frame elements are the 

anti_consequence and the profiled possibility.  

(30) No land would be crossed unless previous 

permission had been granted. 

We go on reasoning about the possible readings of 

conditional sentences ranging from prediction, 

speech act conditionals, metalinguistic conditionals 

to epistemic conditionals presented in the 

Conditional scenario frame. We ask the students to 

consider both the introductory lexical units of the 

subordinate clause and the grammatical expression 
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of the profiled possibility through the tense-aspect 

verb phrase. Undoubtedly, the paradigm of 

prediction is the richest in variety and interpretation. 

In the present paper, we comment only on some that 

we consider prototypical (Baker et al., 1997). 

Example (33) illustrates contingencies, i.e. existing 

situations whose result is unknown or unpredictable. 

(31) If it rains, the ceremony will be under the tent.  

Example (34) illustrates a hypotheticals, which can 

occur both in present and past time reference when 

a different choice has been/was made and one 

imagines it would lead to a different outcome.  

(32) If I had elected to stay there, I probably would 

not have become homeless five years later. 

Example (35) illustrates a promise particularly 

related to deals.  

(33) If you will wait with reasonable patience, I 

will explain. 

Example (36) illustrates general rules about the 

world.  

(34) You only get shingles if you have had 

chickenpox. 

Next come Speech act conditionals that present a 

statement relevant to the discourse and the present 

time situation as in example (37). 

(35) In case you're wondering, no she's not my 

wife. 

Example (38) illustrates metalinguistic conditionals 

that contrast opinions: 

(36) If that's not success, I don't know what is. 

Epistemic conditionals reflect on the process of 

deduction and evaluation of the situation as in 

example (39). 

(37) If the lights are on, then somebody is home. 

To sum up, the Conditional scenario frame brings 

together grammar and semantics thus trespassing the 

borders set up in English Practice Grammars that are 

primarily prescriptive.  

What follows is a backshift to the Conditional 

occurrence frame to set up goals and tasks.  The 

students are given a couple of sentences, such as the 

ones in (40) to (46) and are asked to categorize them 

as regards their possible readings and to provide 

comments on the tense-aspect-modality 

grammatical expression that determines the 

particular pairing of the core elements: profiled 

possibility ⇒ consequence. 

(38) If it rains, the ceremony will be under the tent. 

[contingency, future time reference, open 

conditional, real profiled possibility] 

(39) I‘ll give you two oranges if you let me take your 

photo. (promise, future time reference, open 

conditional, real profiled possibility) 

(40) If he had had any decency he would have talked 

to Mr Malik about what was going to happen. 

[hypothetical, past time reference, remote 

conditional, unreal profiled possibility] 

(41) If none of the office lights is on, it’s pitch black 

in there. [general rule, present time reference, 

open conditional, real profiled possibility] 

(42) In case you haven't noticed, the tune is basically 

the same as the old one, but considerably jazzed 

up. [speech act, present time reference, open 

conditional, real profiled possibility] 

(43) Tell him that if he's Linford Christie, you're the 

Queen of Sheba. [metalinguistic, present time 

reference, open conditional, unreal profiled 

possibility] 

(44) If he was really living in the house, he must be 

taking pains to leave no signs of his occupancy. 

[epistemic, present time reference, unreal 

profiled possibility] 

Once the students have completed the tasks, we 

move on to the next level. 

 

Practicing Conditional Clauses through 

Corpora 
 

At this stage, we introduce some of the available 

electronic corpora, such as The British National 

Corpus (Burnard, 2007), The Corpus of 

Contemporary American (Davies, 2016b), The News 

on the Web Corpus (Davies, 2016a), etc.  

To assess and further develop the students’ language 

competency of conditionals, we ask them to find 

sentences, which meet certain criteria specified by 

us: introductory subordinator of the conditional 

clause, time reference in the subordinate and the 

matrix clause, the type of conditional (open/remote), 

the type of profiled possibility (real/unreal), 

consequence (C)/anti_consequence (AC).  

Examples (47) to (55) illustrate possible parameters 

and corresponding sentences found in the corpora. 

(45) [hypothetical, past time reference, remote 

conditional, unreal profiled possibility, C]  

 If he had just left me there I could have died 

(Burnard, 2007). 

(46) [hypothetical, mixed time reference (past+ 

present), remote conditional, unreal profiled 

possibility, C]  If he had answered the wrong 

question, his decision would be a nullity 

(Burnard, 2007). 

(47) [hypothetical, present time reference, remote 

conditional, unreal profiled possibility, C]  If 

he went to them he would have to admit that he 

left her there (Burnard, 2007). 
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(48) [contingency, future time reference, open 

conditional, real profiled possibility, C]   

 If teachers are purely objective in the way they 

pass on knowledge and assess students, then 

they should not be surprised if their students are 

not empathetic to others (Davies, 2016b). 

(49) [metalinguistic, present time reference, open 

conditional, real profiled possibility, C]    

 If art is for the masses, I am a mass of one 

(Davies, 2016a). 

(50) [general truth, present time reference, open 

conditional, real profiled possibility, C]  

… if you are positive and you set clear 

boundaries, you set clear rules, if you are 

approachable, then kids will come to you 

(Davies, 2016). 

(51) [hypothetical, mixed time reference (present 

+ past), remote conditional, unreal profiled 

possibility, C]  If money was a motivation I 

would have stayed longer in cricket (Davies, 

2016a); 

(52) [contingency, future time reference, open 

conditional, real profiled possibility, AC]   

 I'm not working here again unless you 

change the carpet (Burnard, 2007). 

(53) [epistemic, present time reference, open 

conditional, real profiled possibility, AC]  So, 

unless you plan, your pet could end up in a 

shelter (Davies, 2016b). 

 

Conclusion 
 

Challenging the students with this innovative 

approach to teaching Conditional Sentences through 

electronic lexical databases and corpora proved to be 

a successful way of enhancing both their linguistic 

awareness and language competency. Being 

exposed to such an interactive technique of teaching 

and learning, students can apply it for acquisition of 

other linguistic phenomena. Moreover, they are 

prepared to use this approach in their future work as 

teachers and academic researchers. 
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Table 1. Verbs in hypothetical conditions (ACGEL: 1010) 

 

 conditional clause  main clause  

present and future time reference  hypothetical past past modal 

past time reference  hypothetical past perfect past perfective modal  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 1. The Conditional scenario together with its FE relations Conditional occurrence and Negative 

conditional (FrameNet) 

 


