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Motivation

The ELT typology provides a partial and
misleading account of the structure,
meaning, and use of conditionals in English

(Farr & McCarthy, 2002; Ferguson, 2000; Fulcher, 1991;
Gabrielatos, 2003a, 2003b, 2006, 2013; Gabrielatos & Kormos,
2014; Hwang, 1979; Kormos & Gabrielatos, 2014; Maule, 1988;
Novogradec, 2009; Phoocharoensil, 2014; Wang, 1991)



Focus

• ELT typology and actual language use.

• ELT typology and influence on student use.

• A corpus-based typology of English conditionals
that acknowledges their close relation to
modality.

• Implications for ELT, and suggestions for a
coherent pedagogical framework for teaching
conditionals and modality in English.



To what extent does the ELT 
typology account for actual 

language use?



ELT typology and corpus evidence

▪ Coursebook and learner profile.

▪ ELT Typology: approach and description. 

▪ Corpus sample and annotation.

▪ Findings and discussion.

▪ Conclusions and recommendations.



Coursebooks and learner profile

▪ 11 advanced level coursebooks.

▪ 10 prepare learners for the Advanced or Proficiency
Cambridge ESOL exams.

▪ Expected learner level at beginning of course:           
at least CEF level B2 (IELTS 5.0-6.0).

▪ Target levels: CEF C1 (IELTS 6.5-7.0)                  
CEF C2 (IELTS 7.5+).

▪ Learners are expected to be aged 16-25+, with 
average age being around 23. 



ELT typology: Design

Protasis
(if-part)

Apodosis
(then-part)

→

Construction
(whole conditional)

Verb Forms: 
tense-aspect, mood, modals 

(but not modality!)

Time 
Reference

Attitude to 
likelihood

Please note
In the following slides, bold indicates information provided in all coursebooks examined, 
and grey indicates information provided only in some of the coursebooks.



Zero conditional

• Present 

Simple

• Present 

Perfect

• Present 

Progressive

• Modal verb

• Present 

Simple

• Imperative

• Modal verb

always 

true / 

always

the case

• Expresses real 

situations.

• Describes rules and 

situations where one 

event always follows 

the other.

• Used to talk about 

common states or 

events.

• True in the present

• Expresses eternal or 

general truths.

• We use it to say what 

always happens.



First conditional

• Present 

Simple

• Present 

Perfect

• Present 

Progressive

• will, would, 

can, could, 

may, might, 

should, 

going to         

+ infinitive

• Modal verb

• Imperative

present 

or 

future

• Possible

• Probable

• Based on fact in real 

time

• Expresses real / very 

probable situations

• Possible future 

events that depend on 

other future events.



Second conditional

• Past 

Simple

• Past 

Progressive

• would, 

could, 

might, 

should        

+ infinitive

present 

or 

future

• Less probable

• Less definite

• (Very/highly) 

unlikely 

• Improbable

• Impossible

• Not true

• Unreal

• Contrary to reality

• Imaginary



Third conditional

• Past 

Perfect

• Past Perfect 

Progressive

• Modal verb 

+ Perfect 

infinitive

• would, could, 

might, should         

+ have + 

past 

participle

past

• (Highly) unlikely

• Unreal

• Impossible

• Imaginary

• Contrary to past 

facts

• Hypothetical past 

situation

• No longer possible



Mixed conditionals

Past 

Perfect

• would, could, 

might, should

+ infinitive

• Modal verb Links 

past 

and 

present

• Change in past 

situation would affect 

present situation

Past

Simple

• would, could, 

might, should

+ have + past 

participle

• Modal verb

• Change in present 

situation would affect 

past situation



‘Special’ cases

▪ Modal verbs in the if-clause

▪ will (= insistence, willingness)

▪ would (= request)

▪ should (= politeness)

▪ could

▪ be to

▪ Modal markers other than central or marginal modals.

▪ ‘If + Past  Tense’ with past time reference.



Unreal?



The corpus sample

▪ Random sample of 1,000 s-units containing 
the word if from the written sub-corpus of 
the BNC (BNCw).

▪After non-conditionals were excluded, the 
sample was 781 s-units.



Excluded

if = whether
He finished his beer sadly, wondered if he would have

been better off, after all, among them at the club.
[AD1 882]

if = (al)though

The second way in which Hobhouse's work has had a

potent, if delayed, influence is through the later

elaboration of his notion of "citizenship". [H9F 770]

as if = as though
As if in protest, George uttered a blood-curdling,

lunatic-sounding cackle, and fell fractionally forward.
[BPA 2144]

even if
It was a 35mm affair even if a rather simplified one with 

a built-in flash. [HR4 25]

if = even if
She would prove that boorish man wrong, if it was the

last thing she did! [HGT 180]

Non textually 

recoverable 

ellipsis

What are the key differences between ESAs and Tir

Cymen, and which one (if either) should CPRW favour? 
[GXG 1574]



Corpus Sample Annotation

▪ Sample annotated for aspects mentioned in ELT typology.

▪ Annotator as ‘diligent language learner’.

▪ Each clause in each conditional annotated for:
▪ Tense and aspect marking
▪ Modal markers 
▪ Time reference
▪ Type of modality
▪ Semantic/pragmatic relation between if-clause and main clause
▪ Level of conformity to ELT types

▪ Sentences had to conform to all formal and semantic criteria 
stated in the coursebook typology to be annotated for an ELT 
type.



Annotation:  
Three levels of conformity to ELT typology

Basic
▪ First, second and third (as in logic).

Consensual (includes Basic)
▪ Elements shared by all coursebooks.
▪ The typology the average learner is expected to be 

informed by.

Inclusive (includes Basic and Consensual)
▪ Elements presented in any of the coursebooks.
▪ The typology that only a learner who consults a large 

number of sources is expected to be informed by.



Coursebook 
Level

Typology

Basic Consensual Inclusive

Intermediate
+ Advanced
(Gabrielatos, 2003b)

14.9% 29.3% 43.6%

Advanced
(Gabrielatos, 2006)

13.8% 27.8% 72.5%

ELT Typology: Levels of coverage

• Very low coverage …
• … particularly given that language learners rarely consult 

more than one source …
• … so they can be expected to be informed by a consensual 

typology. 



Not included in ELT typology: 
Indirect Conditionals

• Out of the corner of his eye he saw Hammond start 
forward. “But you promised ...” Spatz interrupted 
Hammond, his face hard. “I promised nothing, if you 
recall.” [GUG 121]

• “Evidence is what the whole system is based on.       
If we cannot trust that, where are we?”  [J10 2618]

• Proportion of indirect if-conditionals in BNCw: 10%.

(Quirk et al., 1985)



Not explicitly included in ELT typology:  
Conditionals with apodoses expressing  

other modal functions
Ability and related notions

▪ If I can live with them, so can everyone else. [FS9 2538]

Obligation/Permission and related notions

▪ This is the best "bargain offer" pensioners have ever had, and 
any woman over 60 or man over 65 should take advantage of 
it if possible. [C8Y 946]

Volition and related notions

▪ If anything can be salvaged from the tragedy it’s hoped the 
publicity surrounding his death will help his work become 
more well known. [K21 3757]

These conditionals account for about one-third of NS use
(Gabrielatos, 2010: 270).



Zero and First: two sides of the same coin

TIME ORIENATION

General / Timeless Specific / Future

Zero

The argument obviously 

generalises to show that, if 

there is a non-negative 

solution of (9.8) with <gap 

desc=formula>, then any 

new tableau obtained by 

pivoting in column j is

efficient. [CA4 738]

If Bridges is right, this still 

does not avoid possible legal 

argument over the 

"reasonableness" of the 

contract between purchaser 

and provider, nor over how 

well contracts are complied 

with. [CR5 693]

First

If a Troll suffers harm his 

flesh will almost instantly 

re-grow. [CMC 250]

“If they charge the wrong 

man, it'll make a difference to 

him!" said Melissa dryly. [HNJ 

1807]



Past tense with past time reference in protasis

The students had no room in which to wait between lectures, but it was 

suggested to MRCVS that students who lodged near enough might go 

home if they wanted to, or more usefully spend their non-lecture time in 

the dissecting room or in the stables, although the Bell & Crown inn, 

with a good fire, was close at hand. [B2W 741]

After a decade of being made to feel that you were somehow lacking as 

a person if you didn't manage to cram thrice-weekly workouts into 

your schedule, it was high time that a good reason not to exercise 

emerged. [AK6 1119]

"That little mistake was corrected when you got my note this morning, 

as you know very well!" Kate raised her eyebrows. "I received no note 

from you this morning, or any other time!" "Don't strain my credulity 

again!“ She couldn't help the tinge of pink that flooded her cheeks at his 

expression as those blue eyes studied her with contempt. "Well, if you 

didn't put it under my door yourself, maybe you'd better just check with 

Reception downstairs.“[HGM 461]



Senses of Past tense in protases

Modal 
sense

119

65.4%

Temporal 
sense

63

34.6%

N = 182



Modal marking in protases

Unmodalised:  
618 (75.6%)

Other modal 
marker: 136 

(16.7%)

Past tense: 63 
(7.7%)

24.4% 75.6%

Modalised: 
199 (24.4%)



Modal markers in English
(Quirk et al. 1985: 137, 147, 188, 236-239)

Morphological marking of 
lexical verbs (not 
themselves modal): 

• imperative
• past tense
• past/present subjunctive (be, were).

Auxiliary or lexical verbs 
with modal sense: 

• central modals (can, could, may, might, must, 
shall, should, will, would)

• marginal modals (e.g. dare, need, ought to)
• modal idioms (e.g. had better, would rather)
• semi-auxiliaries (e.g. be able to, be going to, be 

obliged to)
• catenative verbs (e.g. appear to, seem to)
• mental state predicates (e.g. think, believe, 

hope, wish) 
Structures involving nouns
with modal sense

• Our intention is that ….
• There is an obligation to …

Structures involving 
adjectives with modal sense 

• It is desirable that …
• It is advisable to …

Adverbs with modal sense • e.g. possibly, probably



Multiple modal marking: 
Embedded modalities

The Home Secretary will no doubt give his consent, if otherwise the

decisions of junior ministers are liable to be quashed on judicial review.

Conversely if the definition changed, there would probably be a

corresponding change in the pupil's actions in that context.

Companies potentially need to acquire information about all the

environmental factors shown in the diagram, if they are to survive and

prosper.

If either the acquirer or seller is listed on the London Stock Exchange

and is obliged to announce the transaction, it probably has to do so

immediately on signing.

And if I am to be a great Kha-Khan, I ought to be able to recognise

when I am being told the truth."



Treatment of modality in coursebooks:
An example of inconsistency

Even those few coursebooks that now include modals
in the protasis of Zero and Third do not do so for First
and Second.

▪ I know they're asking more than we want to pay, but if
we can assemble a package of cash, stock options, and
newly issued shares as a good inducement, I think
we'll convince the key manager and he'll persuade the
others to sell. [FPB 108]

▪ If the West Bank could absorb them, these refugees
might conceivably settle and call it home. [APD 861]



Treatment of modality and tense-aspect 
marking in relation to if-conditionals

Sequence Modals Tense+Aspect

Before 4 3

Together -- 1

In-between 4 4

After 3 4

▪ Issues of modality and tense-aspect marking play a
central role in the classification of conditionals.

▪ These issues would be expected to be treated
before tackling conditionals.



Shortcomings of ELT typology: Summary

▪ The approach to modality and modal markers is naïve and
restricted - and potentially misleading and restricting.

▪ Focus on likelihood only – exclusion of other types of
modality.

▪ Multiple modal marking is not mentioned.

▪ Focus on a small number of modal markers

▪ There is no significant difference between Zero and First
types.

▪ The Mixed types are very rare, and are an arbitrary
selection of possible combinations.

▪ Indirect conditionals are not covered.

▪ Modalised protases, and ‘if + Past tense’ with past time
reference, are too frequent to be treated as ‘special cases’.



To what extent does the ELT typology 
influence learner use?



Corpora

Pilot Lancaster-Trinity Corpus
• 588 oral exam transcripts
• All levels
• 302,138 words

International Corpus of Learner English (ICLE)

• Argumentative essays

• Upper-intermediate and advanced learners

• 3.7 million words

BNC sub-corpus 

• Academic texts, essays and editorials (BNCaee).



Indications that the limitations of the
ELT typology do not have an adverse
effect on learner use



• In both the spoken and written corpora, learners
used a much wider variety of types than presented in
the ELT typology.

• Despite the absence of indirect conditionals in the
ELT typology, learners use roughly the same
proportion of indirect conditionals as the native
speakers.

• Learners in ICLE use roughly the same proportion of
central modals in if-conditionals as the native
speakers in BNCaee – although slightly less so in
protases.



Indications that the limitations of the
ELT typology have an adverse effect on
learner use



• ICLE contains about a quarter (23.5%) more if-
conditionals than BNCaee.

❖ The prominence of conditionals in ELT materials,
and the attendant time spent on input and practice,
may have led learners to think that they need to
include conditionals in their output.



• Learners use a much smaller variety of modal
markers. The type-token ratio for modal markers
other than central modals are lower in ICLE than
BNCaee (0.33 vs. 0.44 in protases, and 0.57 vs. 0.67
in apodoses.

❖ Influence of the almost exclusive focus of ELT
typology on central modals



• ICLE contains 13.5% more if-conditionals expressing
likelihood, and 40.6% fewer if-conditionals
expressing deontic notions than BNCaee.

• Learners in the oral exam, use 50% more if-
conditionals expressing ability, and 50% fewer if-
conditionals expressing volition than native speakers.

❖ Influence of the structure of the ELT typology
around the degree of likelihood expressed in
conditionals – ignoring other modal notions.

❖ The higher proportion of if-conditionals expressing
ability is probably due to the fact that can is always
one of the modals given as a possible choice – but
without its polysemy being highlighted.



• Overall, if-conditionals used by ICLE learners tend to
have slightly fewer modal markers in their protases
than native speakers in BNCaee.

❖ Influence of ELT typology’s treatment of modal
marking in protases as a ‘special case’.



• In ICLE, the Past Tense in protases has modal sense
42% more frequently than in BNCaee.

❖ Influence of the ELT typology stressing that the Past
Tense in protases has a modal (‘unreal’) sense.



A corpus-based typology 
of conditionals which reflects their 

close relation to modality



Two complimentary classification criteria

(Gabrielatos, 2010: 230-265, forthcoming; criterion 2 adapted 
from Quirk et al., 1985: 1088-1097)

1. The semantic (i.e. modal) function of the
conditional.

2. The nature of the link between the
protasis and the apodosis (P-A link).



Dimension 1: Semantic (modal) function

Likelihood

(LK)
Propensity

(PP)

What I think 

the state of 

affairs 

is/was/will be

What I want

the state of affairs 

to be/have been –

expressed directly

What inherent 

properties I see 

in entities/ 

situations 

actuality

factuality

knowledge

belief

possibility

probability

hypothesis

inference

guess

speculation

obligation

duty

requirement

suggestion

advice

permission

prohibition

promise

ability

capability

potentiality

aptitude

tendency 

feasibility

volition

intention

willingness

desire

need

hope

wish

Directed

Desirability

(DD)

Non-Directed

Desirability

(DN)

What I want

the state of affairs 

to be/have been –

expressed indirectly

(Adapted from Gabrielatos, 2010: 134-142 )



Likelihood Propensity
Desirability
Non-Directed

Desirability
Directed

Gabrielatos 
(2010)

Extrinsic Intrinsic
Quirk et al. 

(1985)

Epistemic Dynamic Deontic
Palmer
(1990)

Logical Personal
Biber et al. 

(2002)

Epistemic Non-Epistemic (Root)
Coates
(1983)

Epistemic Agent/Speaker-Oriented 
Bybee et al. 

(1994) 

Modalization Modularity
Halliday
(1994)

Modality framework

(Adapted from Gabrielatos, 2010: 142 )



DIR
-LK

If physicists had tried to discover a way to release 
nuclear energy before 1939, they would have 
worked on anything else rather than the field which 
finally led to the discovery of fission, namely 
radiochemistry. [B78 1973]

Inference

DIR
-PP

If I can live with them, so can everyone else. [FS9 
2538]

Ability

DIR
-DD

This is the best "bargain offer" pensioners have ever 
had, and any woman over 60 or man over 65 should 
take advantage of it if possible. [C8Y 946]

Advice

DIR
-DN

If anything can be salvaged from the tragedy it’s 
hoped the publicity surrounding his death will help 
his work become more well known. [K21 3757]

Hope

DIR express modal notions conditionally



Dimension 2: P-A Link

Direct conditionals (DIR): The realisation, actuality, or factuality
of the content of A depends on the realisation, actuality or
factuality of the content of P.
• I think that if he hadn’t been interested since then he wouldn’t be

such a great musician
• If we can assemble a package of cash, stock options, and newly

issued shares as a good inducement, I think we'll convince the key
manager and he'll persuade the others to sell. [FPB 108]

Indirect conditionals (IND): What is contingent on P is not the
content of A, but the relevance of its uttering, or the
wording/clarity of its content.
• If I want to go to the toilet okay where is it
• He's not a bad sort, for a brother if you know what I mean [AN7

3257]



Relevance indirect conditionals
What is contingent on P is the relevance of uttering/writing A. Two sub-
types:

Prerequisite
• If you have recently arrived in this country special rules apply and it

is even more important to get good advice before claiming benefits.
[CJ9 1287]

❖ The rules apply regardless of the addressee’s arrival details – the
condition refers to their relevance to the addressee.

❖ P is either marked for LK or lacks additional modal marking.

Pretext
• It was never like this, and my father was an Old Bastard if you must

know. [EDJ 2007]
❖ The comment regarding the father has been made regardless of

whether the addressee ‘must know’ – the ‘condition’ is a pretext for
uttering the comment.

❖ P usually refers to DD or DN notions pertaining to the addressee.





Comment indirect conditionals

What is contingent on P is the linguistic form or real-life reference of
(some aspects of) A. Seen from a different angle, P is a comment on
the form or the real-life reference of (some aspects of) A.

Metalinguistic
• Which are the sectors where you feel, if you had a new settlement,

er there would be potential er problems if that's the right word, for
the implementation of your regeneration policies in Leeds. [J9S 15]

❖The comment refers to the accuracy or contextual appropriacy of
the word problems – not what is actually described by that word.

Extralinguistic
• - “And what was this thing you found?” asked Hugh cautiously.

- “A coffin, my lord, by its shape. Not very large, if coffin it really is.”
[G0M 231]

❖ P expresses “uncertainty about the extralinguistic knowledge
required for a correct interpretation of the utterance” (Quirk et al.,
1985: 1096).



A Conditional: 
Visual depiction of presentation in ELT

Protasis Apodosis



A Conditional: 
A more useful depiction

(Also syntactically accurate)

Protasis Apodosis

If modalises the Protasis, which modalises the Apodosis



Suggestions for ELT: Short-term

▪ Collapse Zero and First and add equivalent of Zero/First
with past-time reference: Open Conditionals (Quirk et
al., 1985; Huddleston & Pullum, 2002).

▪ Collapse Second and Third: Hypothetical Conditionals
(Quirk et al., 1985; Huddleston & Pullum, 2002).

▪ Remove Mixed (covered by Open and Hypothetical).

▪ Include modalised Protasis for all types.



Suggestions for ELT: Long-term

▪ Adopt a meaning-based typology that recognises
the intimate relation between conditionals and
modality.

▪ Include indirect conditionals.

▪ Focus on type of modality (meaning) rather than
modal markers (form).

▪ Adopt an inclusive approach to modal markers.

▪ Treat issues of modality and tense-aspect marking
before dealing with conditionals.



Above all, ELT materials writers and language 
teachers need to help learners understand …

… the modal nature of conditionals:
 P is a modal marker; P modalises A.

… that conditionals can be used to perform a
host of communicative functions, not just to
speculate with different degrees of certainty.

… the nature of the components of conditionals,
and enable them to combine them as needed
for the meaning nuances they want to convey.
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