
Second Conditional (Past Unreal
Conditional) Notes

Introduction

The second conditional, often referred to as the past unreal conditional, is
used to express hypothetical or unreal situations in the past and their
potential consequences. It is typically used to describe situations that are
unlikely or impossible in the present or future, but when discussing past
scenarios, it can sometimes be confused with the third conditional. However,
the second conditional focuses on hypothetical past conditions and their
hypothetical past results, whereas the third conditional discusses past
conditions and their past results that did not occur.

Structure

The structure of the second conditional involves: - If-clause: Uses the past
simple tense (e.g., if I won, if she had studied is incorrect here; instead, use 
if she studied). - Main clause: Uses would + base form of the verb (e.g., I
would buy, she would pass).

Example Sentences

If I won the lottery, I would buy a house.
Here, the situation of winning the lottery is hypothetical, and
buying a house is the hypothetical result.

If she studied harder, she would pass the exam.
This sentence suggests that studying harder is a hypothetical
condition, and passing the exam is the hypothetical outcome.

Key Points

Hypothetical Situations: The second conditional is used to talk about
situations that are not real or are unlikely.
Past Simple in the If-Clauses: Always use the past simple in the if-
clauses, even if you are talking about the present or future.
Would in the Main Clauses: Use would in the main clauses to express
the hypothetical results.

Common Mistakes

Using “had” in the If-Clauses: Avoid using had in the if-clauses for
the second conditional; it is used in the third conditional.
Confusing with Third Conditional: Remember that the third
conditional discusses past conditions and their past results that did not
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happen, while the second conditional discusses hypothetical past
conditions and their hypothetical past results.

Summary

The second conditional is a useful structure for expressing hypothetical
situations and their potential outcomes. It is structured with the past simple
in the if-clause and would + base form of the verb in the main clause.
Understanding its use helps in communicating hypothetical scenarios
effectively.
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