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Annotation: The article Difference Between "Could” and "Be Able To" in
English Grammar examines the nuanced distinctions between these two expressions of
ability in English. While both "could" and "be able to" convey similar meanings, they
are used differently depending on the context, tense, and specificity of the situation.
The article highlights that "could™ is typically used for general abilities in the past and
hypothetical situations, while "be able to" is preferred for specific past events and
future ability. Additionally, "could" can express possibility and is commonly used in
polite requests, whereas "be able to" is more formal and restricted to ability. The
article provides examples and contrasts the two forms, emphasizing their importance
for learners seeking accuracy and fluency in English. This resource is valuable for
educators and learners aiming to understand and use these grammar structures

effectively.
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Introduction:

In English grammar, “could" and "be able to™" are used to express ability, but they
function differently depending on the context and the tense. While both convey similar
meanings related to capability, permission, or possibility, their usage in sentences can
change based on time references, formality, and specificity. Understanding the nuanced
differences between "could" and "be able to" is crucial for learners aiming to achieve

accuracy and fluency in English.
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1. General Ability in the Past: "Could" vs. "Was/Were Able To"

One of the primary uses of "could" is to express general ability in the past, similar to
"was/were able to." However, when referring to specific situations in the past where

someone successfully performed an action, "was/were able to" is preferred.
a. General Ability

"Could" is typically used to describe abilities that existed in general in the past. It is

most appropriate when discussing abilities that were present over a period of time.
Example: "When | was younger, I could run very fast."”

This sentence indicates a general ability in the past, not a single event.

b. Specific Situations

When referring to a specific event or a single instance of being able to do something in
the past, "was/were able to" is more commonly used because “could” might imply the

ability but not necessarily the successful completion of the action.
Example: "Despite the rain, we were able to finish the match."

Here, the speaker refers to a specific event in which they succeeded in completing an

action.

Exceptions:

"Could" can sometimes be used for specific instances in negative sentences.
Example: "I tried, but I couldn’t find my keys."

2. Present and Future Ability

When expressing ability in the present or future, “can" and "be able to" are both

acceptable, but "can" is generally preferred for its simplicity. However, "be able to" is
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used in situations where specific grammatical forms (e.g., infinitive or perfect tenses)

are required.
a. Present Ability
Example using "can": "She can speak three languages." (general present ability)

Example using "be able to": "He is able to lift heavy weights." (similar meaning, but

more formal or less common in spoken English)
b. Future Ability

When talking about future ability, "will be able to™ is used because "can" has no future

form.

Example: "If | study hard, | will be able to pass the exam."

In this case, "will be able to™ conveys ability in a future context.
3. Modality: Possibility vs. Ability

"Could" can also function as a modal verb indicating possibility or permission, which
distinguishes it from "be able to." While "be able to" strictly refers to ability, "could"

has additional meanings tied to hypothetical situations and polite requests.
a. Expressing Possibility

"Could" is used to suggest something that is possible but not certain.
Example: "It could rain later today."

In this context, "could™" does not express ability but rather a possibility.

b. Polite Requests
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"Could" is often used in polite requests, whereas "be able to" would sound awkward in

such situations.
Example: "Could you help me with this?"

Using "be able to" would be incorrect in this context: "Are you able to help me with

this?" sounds more formal but less natural as a request.
4. Perfect Tenses: "Have Been Able To" vs. "Could"

In perfect tenses, "could" cannot be used to refer to an ability at a specific time in the
past, while "have been able to" is required in such cases. This is important for learners
to remember when talking about past events or actions that occurred over a period of

time and are connected to the present.

Example: "I have been able to solve the problem." (indicating an ability that was

successfully utilized in the past and is relevant to the present)

Using "could" in this sentence ("l could solve the problem™) would imply a general

ability but would not indicate the successful completion of the task.
5. Hypothetical Situations: "Could"

"Could" is frequently used in hypothetical or unreal situations, typically when

expressing something that is unlikely or didn't happen.
Example: "If | had studied more, | could have passed the test."

Here, "could" refers to a hypothetical past ability, something that was possible but

didn’t occur.

"Be able to" does not have this hypothetical function, making "could" the preferred

choice in such situations.

6. Formal and Informal Usage
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necessary, is often more formal or less commonly used in casual contexts.

Informal: "I can help you with that."

Formal: "I am able to assist you with that."”

In formal writing, "be able to" is sometimes preferred for clarity and formality,

especially in academic or business English.

7. Summary of Usage Differences

Aspect

Could

Be able to

General ability (Past)

Used for general
abilities

past

Similar meaning,
formal

more

Specific situations (Past)

Rarely used, except in
negatives

Preferred for specific past
events

Present ability Similar to “can” Less common, more
formal

Future ability Cannot be used “will be able to” is
required

Possibility and | Common in expressing | Does not express

Hypotheticals possibility possibility

Polite requests

Common for

requests

polite

Awkward and formal in
requests

Perfect tenses

Cannot be used

Used
ability

to express past
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Conclusion

Understanding the difference between "could" and "be able to" is essential for
mastering English grammar, as they both serve unique functions. "Could" is primarily
used for general past ability, possibility, and hypothetical situations, while "be able to"
Is more suited for specific events in the past, future ability, and formal contexts. By
recognizing the specific contexts in which each is used, learners can achieve greater

accuracy and nuance in their English communication.
References:

1. Azar, B. S. (2016). Understanding and Using English Grammar (5th ed.). Pearson
Education.

2. Swan, M. (2016). Practical English Usage (4th ed.). Oxford University Press.
3. Murphy, R. (2019). English Grammar in Use (5th ed.). Cambridge University Press.

4. Carter, R., & McCarthy, M. (2006). Cambridge Grammar of English: A

Comprehensive Guide. Cambridge University Press.

5. Leech, G., & Svartvik, J. (2002). A Communicative Grammar of English (3rd ed.).

Pearson Education.

6. Biber, D., Conrad, S., & Leech, G. (2002). Longman Student Grammar of Spoken
and Written English. Longman.

7. Celce-Murcia, M., & Larsen-Freeman, D. (1999). The Grammar Book: An ESL/EFL

Teacher's Course (2nd ed.). Heinle & Heinle.

y
http://web-journal.ru/ 89 Yacmb-30_ Tom-1_Oxmaopa -2024



http://web-journal.ru/

