Can, could and (be) able to

We use can to say thar something is possible or allowed, or that somebody has the ability to do
something. We use can + infinstive (can do / can see erc.):
O We can see the lake from our bedroom window.,

o ‘1 haven't got a pen.” “You can use mine,'

1 Can you speak any foreign languages?

O 1 can come and see vou romorrow if vou like.
O The word ‘play” can be a noun or a verb.

The negative is can'’t (= cannot):
T I'm afraid | can't come to the party on Friday.

m You can say that somebody is able 1o do something, but can is more usual:
O We are able to see the lake from our bedroom window.

But can has only two forms: can (present) and could (past). So sometimes it is necessary o use
(be) able ro. Compare: ;

0 [ can’t sleep, = | haven't been able 1o sieep recently.
| 2 Tom can come [omorraow, Tom might be able to come tomorrow.
= Maria can speak French, Spanish and Applicants for the job must be able to
English. speak rwo foreign languages.

-

Sometimes could is the past of can. We use could especially with:
see hear smell taste feel remember understand
[ We had a lovely raom in the horel. We could see the lake.

0 As soon as | walked into the room, 1 could smell gas.
O 1 was sitting ar the back of the thearre and couldn't hear very well.

We also use could ro say that somebody had the general ability or permussion o do something:
0 My grandfather could speak fve languages.
0 We were totally free. We could do whar we wanted. (= we were allowed to da)

‘ Could and was able to

We use could for general ability. But if you want to say thar somebody did something in a
specific situarion, use was/were able o or managed to (nof could):
| O The hre spread through the building very quickly, but fortunately everybody
was able to escape / managed to escape. (mot could escape)
0 We didnt know where David was, but we managed to hind / were able to find him in the
end, (mot could find)

Compare:
0 Mike was an excellent tennis plaver when he was vounger. He could beat anybody.
(= he had the general ability wo bear anybody)
bt Mike and Pete played tennis vesterday, Pete playved very well, but Mike managed to beat
him. (= he managed to beat him in this particular game)

The negative couldn’t {could not) is possible in all siruations:
0 My grandfather couldn't swim,
O We looked for David evervwhere, but we couldn't ind him.
3 Pete played well, but he couldn’t bear Mike.
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Unit 26

Complete the sentences using can or (be) able to. Use can if possible; otherwise use (be)
able to.
| Gary has travelled a Jor. He .80, - speak five languages.
2 1 haven't ._been able to 5|n‘.p very well recently.
3 Nicole e P drive. bur she hasn't gor a car.
4 lusedeo . ... stand on mv head, bur [ can't do it now.
5 1can’t understand Martin. 've never . _ understand him.
6 1 can't see you on Friday, butl ... ... meet you on Saturday morning.
7 Ask Carherine abour vour problem. She mighr . . .. help you.
Write sentences about yourself using the ideas in brackets.
| isomething vou used w be able o do)
| used to be able to sing well. . .. ..o

2 (something you used 1o be able ro do)

Tuosed ... B R e e
3 (something vou wanld llice ta be able to do)

.« R — S
4 |sam¢~rhmg vou haw.e never I:-ecn able 1o dn}
Complete the sentences with canfcan’t/could/couldn’t + the following:

come  eat hear  run sleep  wait
| I'mafraid | _ €8Nt S0Me o vour party next week.
2 When Timwas 16, he o . 100 metres in 11 seconds.
3 “Are you in a hurry?* “No, I've gor plenty of time. I ... - A4
4 1 was feeling sick vesterday. I oo . anything.
5 Can vou speak a lircle bouder? [ oo you very well.
6 “You Jook tired.”  "Wes, | mammimmmimimimisimminess _ last night.”
Complete the answers to the questions with was/were able to ... .
1 A: Did evervbody escape from the fire?

B: Yes, although the fire spread guickly, evervbody . Was able to escape .,
1 : Ind vou finish yvour work this afternoon:?

B: Yes, there was nobody todisturb me, so 1 e
3 A Did vou have.difficulty inding our house?

B: Mot really, Your directions were good and we ..
4 a: Did the thief ger away?

B: Yes, No-one realised whar was happening and the thief s &
Complete the sentences using could, couldn't or managed to.
1 My grandfather travelled a lor. He ._c04ld.  speak five languages.
2 1looked evervwhere for the book, but I ..couldn't _ find ir,
3 Thev didn't want to come with us at fiest, but we _Mardged 0  persyade them.
4 Laura had hurt her leg and e waalk very well,
5 Sue wasn’r at home when | phoned, but 1 . contact her at her office.
6 Ilooked very carefullyand |l . see somebody in the distance,
T 1 wanted to buy some tomatoes. The first shop | went to didn’t have any, bur |

- . get some in the next shop.
8 '\.11. grmdmul:her Inved 1 b (e L S play the piano very well.
9 A girl fell inta the river, bur fortunarely we ... RIS - rescue her.
10 1 had forgotten to bring my camera, 50 1 e .. take any photographs.
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Could (do) and could have (done)

We use could in a number of ways. Somerimes could is the pasr of can (see Unir 26):
L Listen. I can hear something. [mow)
O I listened. I could hear something, (past)

Bur could 15 not only used i this wayv. We also use could o talk abour possible actions mone
or in the futiure (especially to make suggesrions).

For example: e —
. What shall we

01 ¢ Whar shall we do rhis evening? do thi t'.“ﬂlm;lj_,x
B: We could go to the cinema, =

- A When you go to Panis next month,
you could stay with Julia,
B: Yes, | suppose | could.

- :
3 . . — We could go to the cinema. |
Can is also possible in these senrences (“We can go o the \ /

cinema.’ etc.). With could, the suggestion is less sure.

We also use could (#of can) for actions which are not realistic. For example;
01 I'm so ured, | could sleep for a week. (not I can sleep for a week)

Compare can and could:
0 1 can stay with Julia when | go to Paris. (realistic)
0 Mavbe [ could stay with Julia when [ go to Paris. (possible, but less sure)
[ This is a wonderful place. | could stay here for ever. [unrealisnc)

We also use could (xof can) to say thar somerhing is possible now or in the furure. The meaning

is similar to might or may (see Unit 29);
O The story could be true, but [ don't think it is. (nof can be true)
O I don't know what time Liz is coming. She could get here at any time,

We use could have (done) o talk about the past. Compare:
I'm s tired, | could sleep for a week. (mow)
I was sa rired, 1 could have slepr for 2 week. (past)
T The siruation is bad, burt it could be worse, (mow)
The situarion was bad, bur it could have been worse. (past/

Something could have happened = it was possible but did nor happen:
O Why did you sray at a horel when vou were in Paris? You could have stayed with Julia.
{vou didn’t stay wich her)
O I didn’t know that vou wanted ro go to the concert. 1 could have got vou a tcket.
(T didn't get you a ticket)
0 Dave was lucky. He could have hurt himself when he fell, bur he's OK.

‘ We use couldn’t to say that something would not be possible now:
0 1 couldn't live in a hig city. I'd hate it. (= it wouldn™ be possible for me)
01 Everything is fine right now. Things couldn’t be berter.

For the past we use couldn't have (done):
0 We had a really good holiday. It couldn’t have been betrer.
O The trip was cancelled last week, Paul couldn’t have gone anyway because he was ill,
{= it would not have been possible for him tw go)
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Exercises Unit 27

271

27.2

27.4

Answer the questions with a suggestion. Use could.

N /1

I /7 Where shall we go for our holidays? (to Scotland) We -:w@-g_r:rtcﬁcdmd- ......
2 | Whart shall we have for dinner tonight? {hsh) We . N ————
3 When shall [ phone Angela? (now| ‘t’uu

4 | Whar shall 1 give Ann for her hirthday? {a book] _

5 Where shall we hang this picture? {in dhie kitchen) e

In some of these sentences, you need could (not can). Change the sentences where necessary.

I The story can be true, but I don't think it is. ..._fL.Et:.L.iL...EE....ET:et_!} ..................................................
2 Ir's a nice dav. We can go for a walk.

3 I'm so angry with hum. [ can kall him! e
4 If you're hungry, we can have dinner DOW., e m———

5 It's so nice here. | can stay here all day, bur =~ .. e e o e s

unfortunately I have to go.
A; Where's my bag. Have vou seen it?
B: MNa, but it can be in the car i e B e e
Peter is a keen musician. He plays the flute and
he can also play che piano, L e Sl
8 a: I need ro borrow a camera.

E: You can barrow mine, T e e B L e e e
9 The weather is nice now, bur it can change laten i

s

Complete the sentences. Use could or could have + a suitable verb.

1 a: Whar shall we do this evening?

I don't mind. We _could 90 o the cinema.

+ Thad a very boring evening ar home vesterday.

Why did you $08y 88 BOmEY Yom s s s out with us.
: There’s an inreresning job advertised in the paper. You . - for it
Whar sort of job? Show me the advertisement.

: How was vour exam? Was it difficule?

Ewasnizebad b oo o waorse.

: T gor very wer walking home in the rain |aﬁl.' mbht

Why did }Du walk? You _ e s et e R

: Where shall we meer mmnrruw?

.- - | TR P R e T yoOUr house if you like.

[B¥)

L
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Complete the sentences. Use couldn't or couldn’t have + these verbs [in the correct form):
be  be come find get live  wear
1] .seadnt e in a big ciry. I'd hare it
2 We had a really good holiday. Ir __souldnt have been  berrer.
3 T i i i . that hat. I'd look silly and people would laugh ar me,
4 We managed o ﬁnd the restaurant you recommended, but we it
without the map chat vou drew for us.
Paul has to ger up ar 4 o’clock every moming. | don’t know how he does . |
.......................................... - up ar thar time every day.
B The staff ar the hotel were really nice when we staved chere last summer. They
y s ITIOTE helpful,
7 A l meﬂ to phnne vou last week. We had a parey and 1 wanted to invite you.
B: Tharwasniceofvou, buel . .. . . . . _._ anyway | was away all last week.
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