The Spanish Subjunctive

Your Recipe for Success
All Together Now
Analyzing a sentence to decide whether you need to use the subjunctive or not is an easier task than most people believe. The actual process is simple; what makes it a challenge is gaps in your knowledge. If you learn the triggers and recognize when they appear, you will always know when you need the subjunctive. At first you will have to think about it, analyze the situation. As time goes on, you will begin to "feel" the need for the subjunctive, and then you will be on your way to fluency in Spanish, at least where the subjunctive is concerned.
What follows is a breakdown of the mental process (not a mental breakdown) needed to make accurate choices about the subjunctive. I will give you plenty of practice as well. Oh, yes, I will.
Sentences of one clause
1. Does the sentence include the words tal vez, quizás, quizá, acaso or a lo mejor? If not, you use the indicative for the one conjugated verb in the sentence.

Sentences of two or more clauses
1. You face four structures that may trigger the subjunctive in a dependent clause. Identify what you face.
· A: S + V + que + S2 + V2
· B: Noun + que + S + V

· C: Conjunction + S + V
· D: If clause

When you have identified the structure involved in the dependent clause, go to procedure A, B, C or D.
A. Your main verb (always in the indicative) may trigger the subjunctive in the dependent verb. Look for:
· Influence (see box of influence verbs—know them)
· Emotion (see box of emotion verbs—know them)
· Doubt/non-existence (see Exist-O-Meter)
If one of the triggers listed above occurs, put the dependent verb in the subjunctive.

If either the main verb or the verb in question has a past idea (preterite, imperfect, conditional), use the imperfect (past) subjunctive. Otherwise, use the present subjunctive.
B. Look at the noun described by the clause. Does that entity exist for sure? Use the indicative. If it may exist or does not exist, use the subjunctive. 
If either the main verb or the verb in question has a past idea (preterite, imperfect, conditional), use the imperfect (past) subjunctive. Otherwise, use the present subjunctive.
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C. Look at the box of conjunctions. If the conjunction appears on the list of conjunctions always followed by the subjunctive, well . . . use the subjunctive. Make sure you see a conjunction and not a preposition, which uses an infinitive.
If the conjunction is a time conjunction that may use the subjunctive, you have to decide if the action described in that dependent clause has occurred at the point in time referred to by the speaker. If so, use the indicative. If not, it may never happen, so you use the subjunctive.
In either case, if either the main verb or the verb in question has a past idea (preterite, imperfect, conditional), use the imperfect (past) subjunctive. Otherwise, use the present subjunctive.

D. Chances are you will have one verb of the if-then statement given to you. Look at the Iffy Situation page to see which sequence applies to your circumstances. Then use the correct tense.

That's the end of the analysis. The only other thing you have to do is identify the subject of the verb and conjugate the verb correctly. 

Now, practice!
Mi hermana me pide que le ______ (lavar) su coche.

Type of structure: _____

Trigger word ______________________ "Three Main Triggers" _____ Noun _____ Conjunction _____ If

Triggers subjunctive _____ Y _____ N

Needs the past subjunctive _____ Y _____ N  Form: _____________________________
Es importante que Uds. _______ (trabajar) mucho.
Type of structure: _____

Trigger word ______________________ "Three Main Triggers" _____ Noun _____ Conjunction _____ If

Triggers subjunctive _____ Y _____ N

Needs the past subjunctive _____ Y _____ N  Form: _____________________________
Va a hacer calor pronto si se _______ (cambiar) el clima.
Type of structure: _____

Trigger word ______________________ "Three Main Triggers" _____ Noun _____ Conjunction _____ If

Triggers subjunctive _____ Y _____ N

Needs the past subjunctive _____ Y _____ N  Form: _____________________________

Los Vikings ganarán el Super Bowl cuando _____ (haber) un nuevo quarterback.
Type of structure: _____

Trigger word ______________________ "Three Main Triggers" _____ Noun _____ Conjunction _____ If

Triggers subjunctive _____ Y _____ N

Needs the past subjunctive _____ Y _____ N  Form: _____________________________

Algún día voy a comprar un coche que _____ (usar) el hidrógeno.
Type of structure: _____

Trigger word ______________________ "Three Main Triggers" _____ Noun _____ Conjunction _____ If

Triggers subjunctive _____ Y _____ N

Needs the past subjunctive _____ Y _____ N  Form: _____________________________

Preparé este ejercicio para que Uds. _____ (tener) una oportunidad de mejorar su nota.
Type of structure: _____

Trigger word ______________________ "Three Main Triggers" _____ Noun _____ Conjunction _____ If

Triggers subjunctive _____ Y _____ N

Needs the past subjunctive _____ Y _____ N  Form: _____________________________

Mis hijos querían que yo _____ (venire) a vivir en California.
Type of structure: _____

Trigger word ______________________ "Three Main Triggers" _____ Noun _____ Conjunction _____ If

Triggers subjunctive _____ Y _____ N

Needs the past subjunctive _____ Y _____ N  Form: _____________________________

Es muy probable que la cafeteria _____ (servir) corn dogs pronto.
Type of structure: _____

Trigger word ______________________ "Three Main Triggers" _____ Noun _____ Conjunction _____ If

Triggers subjunctive _____ Y _____ N

Needs the past subjunctive _____ Y _____ N  Form: _____________________________

Me alegro de que tú _________________________________ (seguir) durmiendo ocho horas por noche.

¿Ud. permitirá que yo ________________________ (vender) su casa?

El jefe insistió en que el mesero _________________________________ (conocer) el menú mejor.
Necesito una secretaria que me ______________________________ (ayudar) con el trabajo.

La familia comía cuando David ________________________________ (llegar) del trabajo.

Voy a la fiesta con tal que Uds. me ___________________________________ (invitar).
Ojalá que Abraham Lincoln no ______________________________ (haber) muerto) tan joven.

Si fueras rico, tú _________________________________ (poder) comprar un Rolls Royce.
Tal vez __________________ (llover) hoy, pero no _________________________ (ir) a nevar. 

La película que yo ______________________ (ver) ayer se llamaba The Man.

Nunca como tacos sin _________________________ (pensar) en México.

Me gusta que Uds. _____________________ (estar) contentos aquí.

Alfredo deseaba ________________________ (visitar) a su hermana.

¿Tus padres van a ahorrar para que tú _________________________ (poder) ir a Cancún?

No es imposible que Magdalena _________________________ (saber) contar a un millón en chino.

Espero que tú no __________________________ (caer) en el lago ahora.

El doctor dijo que tú me _______________________ (haber) dado la medicina ya.
