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Can, could and be able to

H Me uze can (cdo) to =ay that something i= possible or that someone haz the
ability to do something. The negative i= can't (cannotl.

— You can =ee the sea from out bedroon windowu.
— Can yvou =peak any foreign languages?
— I'm afraid I can’'t cone 1o vour party next Fridaw.
Ee able to iz pos=zihle inztead of can, but can iz more usual :

- Are you ahle to zpeak any foreign languagesT

But can haz only two form=: can (presss?) and could (pses). Bo =zometimes wou
have uze be able to:

— I haven’t been able to sleep recently. (can haz no preszent perfect)
— Tom might not be able to come tomorrowm. (can haz no infinitiwve)

“ Could and waz able to
Sometimez couwld iz the pazt of can. e uze could ezpecially with these werbhs:
zee hear znell taste feel renenber understand

— Hhen we went into the house, we could =mell burning.
— 3he =s=poke in a low voice but I could vunderstand what she was =zaving.

e also use could to =zay that zomeone had the general abhility to do something:

— My grandfather could s=peak five languages.
— Hhen Tom was 16, he could run 188 metres in 11 seconds.

But if wou mean that zomeone msssgsed to do zomething fn one pardiculsr
gftustion, you have to uze waz- were able to (not cowldl:

The fire spread through the building very quickly but evervone uas
able (= managed) to escape. (st ‘could escape’)

— They didn’t want to come with uz at first but in the end ume uere able
(= managed) to persuade then. (rs? ‘could persuade’)

Compare could and waz able to in thiz example:
— Jack was an excellent tennis playver. He could beat anyvbody. (= He had
the abhility to beat anvhodr.]
— But once he had a difficult gane againzt Alf. Alf played very well but
in the end Jack wa=z= able 1o beat hin. (= He managed to heat him 77 #6/=
partioufar gams.)

The negative couldn’'t iz possible in all =situations:

— — NMv grandfather couldn’t =win.
— He tried hard but we couldn’t perzuade them to come with us.

For can =ee al=zo Unit 31. For could =zee alzo Units 27 and 31.

— 8he s=poke in a low voice but I could undersztand what she was =saving.



