
Grappling Grammar: Using the Conditionals

Conditional tenses play a crucial role in the English language, allowing speakers to express
possibilities, hypothetical situations, and consequences based on certain conditions.
Understanding and mastering these tenses can significantly enhance your ability to
communicate effectively in both spoken and written English. In this guide, we'll explore the
four main conditional tenses in British English: zero, first, second, and third.

Zero Conditional

The zero conditional is used to talk about facts, general truths, or situations that are always
true. It is structured with the simple present tense in both clauses.

Example: If you heat ice, it melts.

In this sentence, the condition "if you heat ice" is always true, and the result "it melts" always
follows when the condition is met.

First Conditional

The first conditional is used to talk about real or possible situations in the present or future. It
is structured with the simple present tense in the if-clause and the future tense (usually using
"will" or "going to") in the main clause.

Example: If it rains tomorrow, we will stay indoors.

Here, the condition "if it rains tomorrow" is possible, and the result "we will stay indoors" is
what will happen if the condition occurs.

Second Conditional

The second conditional is used to talk about hypothetical or unlikely situations in the present
or future. It is structured with the simple past tense in the if-clause and the conditional tense
(using "would" or "could") in the main clause.

Example: If I won the lottery, I would buy a yacht.

In this example, winning the lottery is hypothetical, and buying a yacht is the imagined result
if the condition were to happen, which is unlikely.
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Third Conditional

The third conditional is used to talk about hypothetical situations in the past. It is structured
with the past perfect tense in the if-clause and the conditional perfect tense (using "would
have" or "could have" plus the past participle) in the main clause.

Example: If she had studied harder, she would have passed the exam.

Here, the condition "if she had studied harder" is hypothetical, and the result "she would
have passed the exam" is what would have happened if the condition had been fulfilled,
which didn't occur in reality.

Mastering conditional tenses in British English is essential for effective communication,
allowing speakers to express various degrees of certainty and hypothetical situations. By
understanding the nuances of each conditional tense, you can convey your thoughts and
ideas with clarity and precision. Practice using these tenses in your conversations and
writing to become fluent in expressing conditions and their potential outcomes.

Now let’s do some practice with the following exercises:

Exercise 1: Fill in the Blanks

Complete the sentences using the appropriate conditional tense: zero, first, second, or third.

1. If I ___________ (have) enough money, I would travel around the world.
2. If it ___________ (snow), we will build a snowman.
3. If you ___________ (mix) red and yellow, you get orange.
4. If she ___________ (study) harder, she would have passed the exam.
5. If you ___________ (water) the plants, they will grow.
6. If I ___________ (see) him tomorrow, I will ask about his trip.
7. If they ___________ (not hurry), they would have missed the train.
8. If he ___________ (not be) late, we would have caught the bus.

2



Exercise 2: Rewrite the Sentences

Rewrite the following sentences using a different conditional tense.

1. If you study hard, you will pass the exam.
Rewrite using the third conditional.

2. If I won the lottery, I would buy a mansion.
Rewrite using the zero conditional.

3. If she had enough time, she would finish the project.
Rewrite using the first conditional.

4. If they don't leave now, they will miss the flight.
Rewrite using the second conditional.

5. If it rains tomorrow, we will cancel the picnic.
Rewrite using the first conditional.

Exercise 3: Create Your Own Sentences
Create sentences using each of the four conditional tenses: zero, first, second, and third. Be
creative and use different scenarios.

1. Zero Conditional:

Example: If you mix blue and yellow, you get green.

2. First Conditional:

Example: If I pass the interview, I will get the job.

3. Second Conditional:

Example: If I were a bird, I would fly around the world.

4. Third Conditional:

Example: If she had called me, I would have helped her.
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Answer key:
Exercise 1:

1. had
2. snows
3. mix
4. had studied
5. water
6. see
7. hadn't hurried
8. hadn't been

Exercise 2:

1. If you had studied hard, you would have passed the exam.
2. If you mix blue and yellow, you get green.
3. If she has enough time, she will finish the project.
4. If they didn't leave now, they would miss the flight.
5. If it rains tomorrow, we'll cancel the picnic.

Exercise 3: Answers may vary.
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