B1

Be about to

Grammar Lesson, Examples & 30 Practice Questions

Be About To
Sometimes we want to talk about something that is going to happen very soon — in the next few seconds or
minutes. We use be about to for this.
Think about this situation: You are sitting in a cinema. The lights go off. The screen lights up. You say:
"The film is about to start!"
This means the film will start in just a moment. It has not started yet, but it will happen very soon.

We call this structure be about to + infinitive. It is a very useful way to talk about the immediate future —

things that are just about to happen right now.
Here are a few more quick examples before we look at the rules:

e She is about to leave. (She will leave in a moment.)
e They are about to eat dinner. (Dinner is starting very soon.)

e | was about to call you! (I was just going to call you a moment ago.)

Rule Breakdown: How to Form "Be About To"

The structure of be about to is simple. You need three things:
Subject + correct form of "be" + about to + base verb (infinitive)

The verb be changes depending on the subject. Let's look at the present tense first.

Positive Sentences (Present)

Subject Be About to Base Verb Full Sentence

I am about to leave | am about to leave.

You are about to start You are about to start.
He is about to call He is about to call.

She is about to sit down She is about to sit down.
It is about to rain It is about to rain.

We are about to eat We are about to eat.
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Subject Be About to Base Verb Full Sentence

They are about to arrive They are about to arrive.

Important: After about to, always use the base form of the verb (the infinitive without "to"). Do not add -ing

or -s.
X She is about to leaving.
She is about to leave.

Contractions in Positive Sentences

In spoken English and informal writing, we often use contractions. A contraction is when we join two words

together and use an apostrophe (') in place of the missing letter or letters.

Full Form Contraction Example

lam I'm I'm about to go.

You are You're You're about to win!
He is He's He's about to speak.
She is She's She's about to cry.
Itis It's It's about to explode!
We are We're We're about to land.
They are They're They're about to start.

Negative Sentences with "Be About To"

To make a negative sentence with be about to, add not after the verb be.
Subject + be + not + about to + base verb

e [am not about to give up. (I will definitely not give up.)
e She is not about to apologise. (She will not apologise.)

e They are not about to leave. (They will not leave yet.)
In negative sentences, be about to + not can also show that we are strongly refusing to do something:

"I'm not about to change my mind!" — This means: | will absolutely not change my mind. | am determined.

Contractions in Negative Sentences
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Full Form Contraction Example

| am not I'm not I'm not about to quit.

You are not You aren't / You're not You aren't about to fail.

He is not He isn't / He's not He isn't about to stop.

She is not Sheisn't / She's not She isn't about to give in.
We are not We aren't | We're not We aren't about to leave.
They are not They aren't [ They're not They aren't about to agree.

Questions with "Be About To"

To make a question, move the verb be to the front of the sentence, before the subject.
Be + subject + about to + base verb?

e Are you about to leave?

Is she about to call?

Are they about to start the meeting?

e Am | about to make a mistake?

You can also use question words like what, why, who, where at the beginning:

e What are you about to do?
e Where is he about to go?

o Why are they about to leave so early?

I "Be About To" in the Past Tense

We can also use was [ were about to to talk about something that was going to happen very soon in the past
— but it may or may not have actually happened.

Subject + was/were + about to + base verb

Subject Past "be" Example Sentence

I was | was about to leave when you arrived.
You were You were about to miss the train.

He [ She [ It was She was about to cry.

We were We were about to give up.
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Subject Past "be" Example Sentence

They were They were about to announce the winner.

We very often use the past form of be about to with when to show that one thing interrupted another:

| was about to call you when my phone died.
She was about to sit down when the fire alarm rang.
We were about to eat when the guests arrived.

Important Differences: "Be About To" vs Other Future Forms

At B1 level, you already know other ways to talk about the future. It is important to understand the difference
between these forms.

"Be About To" vs "Going To"

Both be about to and going to talk about the future, but the time is different.

Structure Time Frame Example
be about to Very immediate — happening in seconds or minutes Hurry! The bus is about to leave!
going to Near future — a plan or intention I'm going to visit Paris next month.
"I'm going to phone her." — | plan to phone her (maybe today, maybe later).
"I'm about to phone her." — | am dialling right now. It is happening this moment.

"Be About To" vs Present Continuous

The present continuous (am/is/are + -ing) is also used for future plans, but usually for arrangements that are

already fixed:

Structure Use Example

Something happening right now, in

be about to The president is about to speak.
seconds
Present . . The president is speaking at 3pm
. A fixed arrangement in the future
Continuous tomorrow.

"Be About To" Does NOT Use Time Expressions

Because be about to already means very soon, we do not use time expressions like soon, tomorrow, next

week, in five minutes with it.

X She is about to leave tomorrow.
She is about to leave. (The meaning "very soon" is already included.)
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X They are about to arrive in an hour.
They are going to arrive in an hour.

Common Mistakes

X 1 am about to leaving.
I am about to leave. (Use the base form of the verb, not the -ing form.)

X She about to start.
She is about to start. (Do not forget the verb be.)

X He is about to goes home.
He is about to go home. (Do not add -s or any other ending to the base verb.)

X We are about to to eat.
We are about to eat. (Do not write "to" twice. "About to" already includes "to".)

X They are about to leave tomorrow.
They are about to leave. (Do not use future time expressions with be about to.)

X Are about to you call?
Are you about to call? (In questions, move be before the subject, not the whole phrase.)

Be About To: Quick Summary

Here is everything you need to remember about be about to:

¢ Meaning: Something is going to happen very soon — in seconds or minutes.

e Structure: Subject + be (am [is [ are [ was [ were) + about to + base verb

» Positive: She is about to speak.

* Negative: She is not about to speak. | She isn't about to speak.

e Question: /s she about to speak?

e Past: She was about to speak when the power went off.

+ Always use the base verb after about to — never add -ing, -s, or an extra "to".

+ Do not use future time expressions (tomorrow, next week, soon) with be about to.

* Negative form can also express a strong refusal: I'm not about to apologise!

Now practise be about to in the exercises below.
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Be about to — Practice Test

B1| 30 Questions: Multiple Choice, Fill-in-the-Gap & Fill-in-the-Blank

Part 1: Multiple Choice (Questions 1-10)

n Look at the dark clouds! It rain.

u is going to
B is about to
will

a was about to

a Which sentence correctly uses 'be about to'?
n She about to leave the office.
B She is about to leaving the office.
She is about to leave the office.
n She is about leave the office.

B The train ____ depart. Hurry up!
u is about to
B are about to
was about to
n be about to

n I was call you when you walked in.

u about to
B going to
about
a just to

a They ___ start the meeting when the power went out.
n are about to
B were about to
will be about to
n have been about to
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n What does 'be about to' express?
n A repeated action in the past
B A plan that may happen in the future
An action that will happen very soon
n A habit in the present

She sign the contract when she noticed a mistake.

u is about to

a were about to
was about to
u has been about to

a Choose the sentence that uses 'be about to' correctly.

u We about to eat dinner.
a We are about to eating dinner.
We are about to eat dinner.

a We were about to eaten dinner.

a The film ___begin, so please turn off your phones.

n is about to

B about to

are about to

a is about

m Which sentence uses 'be about to' in a negative form correctly?

u He not about to give up.
a He is about not to give up.
He is not about to give up.
u He about not to give up.

Part 2: Fill in the Gap (Questions 11-20)

n Look at those dark clouds! It to rain.

n is about

B was about
has about
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m The film to start, so please take your seats.

n is about
B are about

be about

m She ____ about to leave when her phone rang.

m They are about ___ the match.

u to win
a winning
win

m I about to go to bed when | heard a noise.

We were about to dinner when the guests arrived.

u have
B having
had

m Are you to say something important?

n about
B around
almost
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m He not about to give up on his dreams.

m The teacher was about to explain the rule the bell rang.

u when
B whie

because

Part 3: Fill in the Blank (Questions 21-30)

m Look at those dark clouds! It is to rain.

a She about to leave the office when her phone rang.

We are about start the meeting, so please sit down.

The train is about to . Hurry up!

I about to call the doctor. | feel really sick.

They about to go to bed when they heard a strange noise.

He was about to sign the contract, but he changed his

N
N

a The film is about to . Let's find our seats.
@ Are you about finish your homework? Dinner is ready.
m She about to cry when her friend told her the good news.
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Answer Key & Explanations

Be about to | B1

Part 1: Multiple Choice

1. B Correct Answer: is about to Explanation: We use be about to to describe something that will
happen very soon, in the immediate future. The dark clouds suggest rain is coming right now.

2. Cc Correct Answer: She is about to leave the office. Explanation: The structure be about to must be
followed by a bare infinitive (verb without 'to' added again). The correct form is is about to + leave.

3. A Correct Answer: is about to Explanation: The train is a singular subject, so we use is about to. This
expresses that the train will depart very soon.

4. A Correct Answer: about to Explanation: Was about to is the past form of 'be about to'. It describes
something that was going to happen immediately before something else happened.

5. B Correct Answer: were about to Explanation: Because the sentence is in the past (the power went
out), we use were about to to show the meeting was going to start at that moment.

6. C Correct Answer: An action that will happen very soon Explanation: Be about to is used to talk about
the immediate future. It means something will happen in a very short time, not in hours or days.

7. Cc Correct Answer: was about to Explanation: She is a singular subject, so the past form is was about
to. The sentence describes something that nearly happened but was interrupted.

8. Cc Correct Answer: We are about to eat dinner. Explanation: After be about to, we always use the base
form of the verb (infinitive without 'to'). So the correct form is are about to eat, not eating or eaten.

9. A Correct Answer: is about to Explanation: The film is singular, so we use is about to. The speaker is
saying the film will start very soon and people should get ready.

10. C Correct Answer: He is not about to give up. Explanation: To make be about to negative, place not
between be and about to. The structure is subject + be + not + about to + base verb.

Part 2: Fill in the Gap

M. A Correct Answer: is about Explanation: We use is about to + verb to describe something that will
happen very soon. It is about to rain means rain will start in a moment.

12. A Correct Answer: is about Explanation: The film is singular, so we use is about to. We use be about
to + verb for something happening immediately. The film is about to start.

13. A Correct Answer: was Explanation: We use was about to for something that was going to happen
very soon in the past but was interrupted. She was about to leave when her phone rang.
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14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

19.

20.

Part 3:

21.

22.

23.

24,

25.

26.

27.

A  Correct Answer: to win Explanation: After be about to, we always use the infinitive (to + verb). They
are about to win the match.

A Correct Answer: was Explanation: With the subject | in the past, we use was. Was about to
describes a near-future action in the past that was interrupted. | was about to go to bed when | heard
a noise.

A Correct Answer: is Explanation: The plane is a singular noun, so we use is about to. This expresses
that something will happen very soon. The plane is about to take off.

A Correct Answer: have Explanation: After be about to, we always use the base infinitive (verb
without -ing or past form). We were about to have dinner.

A Correct Answer: about Explanation: The correct structure is be about to + verb. About is the word
used in this fixed expression to mean going to do something very soon. Are you about to say
something?

A Correct Answer: is Explanation: He is a third-person singular subject, so we use is. Is not about to
means he has no intention of doing something. He is not about to give up.

A Correct Answer: when Explanation: We use when with was/were about to to describe an action that
was interrupted by another event. The teacher was about to explain when the bell rang.

Fill in the Blank

about Correct Answer: about Explanation: We use be about to to describe something that will
happen very soon. The structure is be + about + to + infinitive.

is Correct Answer: is Explanation: With the subject she, we use is to form be about to. The full
structure is she is about to leave.

to Correct Answer: to Explanation: The structure be about to is always followed by to + infinitive. We
are about to start means it will happen immediately.

depart|leave Correct Answer: depart [ leave Explanation: After be about to, we use the base infinitive
(without 'to' again). Is about to depart means the train will leave right now.

am|'m Correct Answer:am/'m Explanation: With the subject I, we use am (or the contraction 'm). |
am about to call means it will happen very soon.

were Correct Answer: were Explanation: In the past, we use was/were about to to describe
something that was going to happen immediately. With they, we use were.

mind Correct Answer: mind Explanation: This sentence uses was about to to show he nearly did
something but did not. Changed his mind is a common B1 phrase meaning he decided differently.
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28. begin|start Correct Answer: begin / start Explanation: Be about to + infinitive describes an action
happening very soon. Is about to begin means the film will start in a moment.

29. to Correct Answer: to Explanation: In questions, the structure be about to stays the same. Are you
about to finish? asks if something will happen very soon.

30. was Correct Answer: was Explanation: With singular subjects like she in the past, we use was about
to. It means she nearly cried but something changed the situation.

27-30 Correct Excellent! You have mastered this topic.

23-26 Correct Very good! Review the rules you missed.
18-22 Correct Good start. Re-read the lesson and examples.
0-17 Correct Study the lesson again before retaking the test.
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