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  When David Maule and Penny Ur debated how best to teach conditionals in 1988 and 

1989, they each backed up their points with data on authentic usage, which they compiled by 

hand. In the intervening years, the field of corpus linguistics has advanced significantly, and 

computer-based corpora allow language researchers to search for relevant data without 

painstakingly transcribing individual sentences gleaned from hours of television or leafing 

through newspapers. Since both Maule and Ur acknowledged the unrepresentativeness of their 

samples, I wondered if using more comprehensive modern corpora had yielded any different 

conclusions about pedagogical approaches to conditionals. I undertook a literature review of 

articles that sought to use corpus-data on authentic usage to improve the teaching of the 

conditionals. 

 In the first article I read, Christian Jones and Daniel Waller (2010) directly reference 

Maule’s article and use his framing of conditionals as real non-past, real past, unreal non-past 

and unreal past to further refute the prevalence of the traditional approach that classifies 

conditionals as zero, first, second or third types. Drawing on 192 examples of if-conditionals 

from 250 concordance lines in the British National Corpus (BNC), Jones and Waller note that 

131 examples (68.2%) fit into Maule’s real non-past category, which includes both the zero and 

the first conditionals and spans 24 different constructions. A further 14 examples (7.3%) fall into 

the real past category, which is not covered by the traditional four conditionals usually found in 

ELT textbooks. 39 examples (20.3%) are unreal non-past usages, including 21 uses of the classic 



second conditional. Unreal past usages make up the final 9 examples (4.7%), with 6 formed as 

the traditional third conditional.  

 Supakorn Phoocharoensil (2014) also undertook a corpus-based research project on 

conditionals, but he focused exclusively on spoken American English, using the Corpus of 

Contemporary American English (COCA) as his data source. He sought to compare authentic 

uses of spoken conditionals and the ways in which they differed from their presentation in 

textbooks used in Thailand. Out of 400 concordance lines containing the word if, he found 164 

true if-conditionals. Of these, 43 (26.22%) were first conditionals, but only 20 used will, while 

the remaining 23 used other modals. Next most prevalent was the zero conditional, with 34 uses 

(20.73%).  The third most common was the combination if + present simple + imperative, with 

22 examples (13.14%). Since all three of these (along with some other, less frequent 

constructions) fall into Maule’s real non-past category, this finding is in keeping with Jones and 

Waller’s data. Second conditionals equalled 12.2% of the sample, with 14 making use of the 

traditional would and 6 using other modals. These correspond with Maule’s unreal nonpast 

conditionals, and have the same relative prevalence as in Jones and Waller’s study. 

Phoocharoensil found third conditionals to have just three uses in his data set (1.83%), even 

fewer than in Jones and Waller’s. Interestingly, real past usages, which covered 7.3% of Jones 

and Waller’s sample, appeared just once in Phoocharoensil’s study, as a single if + past simple + 

past simple example (0.61%). While Jones and Waller separated out 40 different conditional 

constructions, Phoocharoensil grouped first and second conditionals with modals other than will 

together and listed 20 variations beyond the first, second and third types.  



 Despite the similarities of their data, Jones and Waller and Phoocahroensil come to 

slightly different conclusions about the implications for teaching. Given the relatively higher 

frequency of real conditionals over unreal ones, Jones and Waller believe that real conditionals 

should warrant more teaching time. They encourage teachers to cover the full range of modals 

that appeared in their data, not only will and would, and suggest linking the teaching of 

conditional construction alongside the regular tenses, to reinforce the non-hypothetical meanings 

conditional forms can carry. They also recommend exposing teacher trainees to the full range of 

formations for both real and unreal conditionals, including those outside of the traditional four 

types, and raising student awareness of complex and if-less conditionals. Phoocharoensil also 

believes in exposing learners to a range of conditional structures, but he advocates for a 

sequential model, starting with the three traditional conditionals, followed by the zero 

conditional and those conditionals involving an imperative and continuing on to some, but not 

all, of the other variant forms. He notes that teachers should not over-stress use of were in the 

second conditional, as prescriptive grammar would require for all persons, since spoken corpus 

data supports the use of was. He suggests that teachers should create their own materials, drawn 

from authentic native-speaker usages drawn from corpora, but screened to remove 

ungrammatical uses. He doesn’t offer any examples of actual classroom practices that could be 

used with these materials.  Jones and Waller, in contrast, give two tangible examples of how to 

put their suggestions into action, one that uses a functional approach to show how conditionals 

can be used in first-aid situations and another that asks students to classify conditional forms 

from earlier listening tasks to create a “pedagogic corpus,” similar to what Phoocharoensil 

wished to see teachers do for their students.  



 In a third study, Costas Gabrielatos (2013) took a different approach, drawing on two 

different corpora to compare the uses of conditionals in writing by native speakers and English 

learners and triangulating his findings with the pedagogical information provided in ELT 

textbooks. Like the other authors I read, Gabrielatos believes textbooks reliance on the 

traditional three conditionals is insufficient but rather than simply listing the non-standard forms, 

he goes more deeply into the aspects of conditionals that aren’t fully represented in textbooks. 

He notes that textbooks don’t give full weight to indirect conditionals, overemphasize likelihood 

in the main clause at the expense of other kinds of modality, draw their classifications along 

time-reference times in ways that are unhelpful and focus too exclusively on the central modals 

can, could, may, might, must, shall, should, will and would. He believes that the distinction 

textbooks make between zero and first conditionals is particularly problematic, since both forms 

can be used to refer to either general/timeless truths or specific/future occurrences.  

 Gabrielatos used 195 if-conditionals from academic texts, essays and editorials in the 

BNC for his native speaker data and 190 conditionals drawn from 200 examples the International 

Corpus of Learner English (ICLE) for the learner data. He found that the ICLE sample contained 

23.5% more conditionals than that from the BNC, which he speculates may stem from the 

emphasis given to conditionals in English textbooks. The main clauses in the learner samples 

also included 13.5% more conditionals expressing likelihood and 40.6% fewer expressing 

obligation as compared to the native speaker data. He found that the modal load was similar in 

the two samples, but that the BNC data had a much richer range of modals, while the ICLE 

examples primarily used the nine central modals. Beyond that, the variations he expected to find, 

based on his survey of textbook presentations of conditionals, were not statistically significant. 



He concludes that the learners in the ICLE sample may have been taught using different 

textbooks than the ones he studied, that their teachers may have adapted or added to the 

textbooks they used, or that they learned a wider range of conditionals without being explicitly 

taught them, either through their own learning strategies or through exposure to other sources. 

He reminds us that “what is explicitly taught is not necessarily, or solely, what is learned.” (2013: 

164)	

	 This point brings me back to Penny Ur, who argued that she teaches the three 

conditionals not because they are the most common, but “because they do occur, frequently 

enough to be considered useful; and because they are difficult.” (1989: 73) Taken together, the 

data from the corpus studies hasn’t changed substantially over the years. Open conditionals, a 

category which includes zero and first conditionals with a variety of modals, as well as 

imperative forms (real non-past conditionals, in Maule’s terminology), is by far the most 

prevalent, so I agree with Jones and Waller’s suggestion to dedicate ample time to it. Next most 

common is the second conditional/unreal non-past, followed by the real past category, which is 

unrepresented in the traditional three types, and then the third conditional/unreal past. I believe 

all of these can be taught, with the typical textbook structure presented alongside other 

variations. However, since the number of variant conditionals ranges from 20 to 40 depending on 

how you count, many with just a single example in a study, I don’t believe students need to be 

able to use all of these productively. Students can encounter the types of non-standard 

conditionals present in the corpora indirectly and glean their meaning if they have a strong 

foundation in open, real past, second and third conditionals, alongside an awareness that other, 

less frequent forms are also possible. As Gabrielatos’ ICLE data shows, learners are able to 

master a wide range of conditional forms even without explicit instruction in all of them.	
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