UNIT 6B - Can, could, be able to
General Rule: (some relevant examples of possible tenses):

	can / can’t
	present
	· general ability (=be able to): I can (=am able to) play the piano.
· specific achievement (=be able to): I have recovered from the car accident and I can (am able to) drive again.
· possibility: He can't come to the party. He has to work.
· permission: You can't smoke inside the restaurant. It's forbidden.
· to make requests: Can I try this on?

	
	present with future intention
	· decisions and future arrangements: We can meet later after work.

	can’t
	· to say that something is impossible/not true
	- He can't be at work now. It's very late. (impossible/ not true)

(The opposite of can't is must):- He must be at work now. It's 10:00am. (I'm sure it's true.)

	could / couldn’t
	past
	· general ability (= was able to, but it’s more formal): 
- I could (=was able to) play the piano when I was 8.
- I couldn’t (=wasn’t able to) play the piano when I was 8.

· specific achievement (= was able to, but it’s more formal); (you are talking about one day or moment in particular):
- I could (=was able to/managed to) leave the hospital only four hours after my baby was born. (you can’t use could in this occasion, but able to or managed to) (possibility)
- I couldn’t (=wasn’t able to) leave the hospital after delivering until the next day. (possibility)
· possibility (= was able to, but it’s more formal): He couldn't come to the party. He had to work.
I couldn't arrive on time to the meeting yesterday.
· to make requests (more polite): Could I try this on?

	
	as an alternative to would in 2nd and 3rd conditional
	· 2nd conditional: If it were not raining, we could (would) go out. 

· 3rd conditional: If I hadn't been so busy, I could (would) have helped you.

	be able to
	present

(more formal than can)
	· general ability (=can): I am able to (=can) play the piano.
· specific achievement (=can): I have recovered from the car accident and I am able to (can) drive again..
· like + -ing: I like being able to go to the cinema, so I never see films on my computer.

	
	past

(more formal than could)
	· general ability (more formal); (= could / couldn’t): 
- I was able to (=could) play the piano when I was 8.
- I wasn’t able to (=couldn’t) play the piano when I was 8.

· specific achievement (more formal); (= could, = couldn’t); (you are talking about one day or moment in particular):
- I was able to / managed to (could) leave the hospital only four hours after my baby was born. (you can’t use could in this occasion) (possibility)
- I wasn’t able to (=couldn’t) leave the hospital after delivering until the next day. (possibility)
· Present perfect: I've been able to play the piano since I took lessons 10 years ago.

	
	future 
	· Future: You will be able to become a lawyer if you study harder now. (possibility)
· Future: I will be able to play the piano in two years after I finish taking the lessons. (to talk about a skill or ability that we don't have now, but will have in the future)

	
	with a modal verb
	I would love to be able to go to play the piano.


Specific rules:

	ability to do smthg
	can /can’t (present)
	I can play the piano.

I can’t play the piano.

	
	could / couldn’t (past)
	I could play the piano when I was 8.

I couldn’t play the piano when I was 8.

	
	*be able to (instead of can/could) (present /past)
	She can / is able to play the piano, even though he’s only 4.

I could / was able to play the piano when I was 8.


* In general, we use be able to when we talk about a specific achievement (particularly if it is difficult, requiring some effort) rather than a general ability:

	
	General ability:
	Specific achievement:

	present
	We prefer can (but can also use be able to):
I can (=was able to) speak Spanish.
	We prefer be able to (but can also use can**):
I have recovered from the car accident and I am able to (=can) drive again.

	past
	We prefer could (but can also use be able to):
After a year learning, she could (=was able to) play the guitar quite well.
	We use be able to (and can also use couldn’t but not could**):
I was able to (could) leave the hospital only four hours after my baby was born.
I wasn’t able to (=couldn’t) leave the hospital after delivering until the next day.


** However, we commonly use can or could, even when we are talking about specific occasions, with verbs of senses (feel, hear, see, smell, taste) and with verbs of “thinking” (believe, decide, remember, understand):
· He could feel the fresh air on his face when he opened the window.

· She can’t decide where to go next summer.

_____________________________________________________________________________

	Don’t use be able to:
	- when we talk about something that is happening as we are speaking: 

Look mum! I can swim!

Help! I can’t swim!

	
	- before be + past participle:

Yes, of course, you can be helped by someone else.

Come on! Hurry up! I can’t be late again.

This chair could finally be assembled by Tom.

This chair couldn’t be assembled by anyone.


_____________________________________________________________________________

	Use be able to (not can or could)
	- if the idea we want to express needs a to-infinitive, an –ing form, or a perfect tense, or if it follows another modal verb:
	To-infinitive: I was lucky to be able to learn English when I was 2.
-ing form: Being able to finish it in time, was the best thing that happened to me.

Perfect tense: We haven’t been able to find the key yet.

With another modal verb: We may be able to finish in time.

	
	
	

	Use will be able to (not can)
	- to say that something will be possible in the future:
	If it continues raining like this, very few people will be able to go to the concert.

	
	
	

	Use can
	- when you make a decision now about something in the future:
	You can go to your friend’s house when you finish your homework. / I can’t come to class next week. I have an exam.


.
	To make requests:
	Can I …?
	Can I try this on?

	
	Could I …?
	Could I try this on? (more polite)


.
