
A contrastive investigation of the modal auxiliaries 
can and could in descriptions in material aimed for 

English tuition and  
the English-Swedish Parallel Corpus                           

Anna Mörn 
820818-9566 
Supervisor: Lene Nordrum 
English Department 
Halmstad Högskola 
D-level linguistic paper 
22 March, 2009 



 

2  

TABLE OF CONTENTS    

Abstract  

1 Introduction      4 
1.1 Background      4 
1.2 Aims      5 
1.3 Method and Material     6 
1.4 Definition of modality     8  

2 The modal auxiliaries can and could in English tuition material  11 
2.1 Ability use      12 
2.2 Possibility use     13 
2.3 Permission use     14 
2.4 Specialized meanings     16 
2.5 Concluding remarks     17   

3 The tuition material and an English-Swedish translation corpus compared 18 
3.1 Introduction      18 
3.2 The ability use      18 
3.3 The possibility use      19 
3.4 The permission use      20 
3.5 Specialized uses      21 
3.6 Concluding remarks     23 
3.7 Translations      24 

3.7.1 Ability     24 
3.7.2 Possibility     26 
3.7.3 Permission     28 
3.7.4 Concluding remarks    29   

4 Conclusion      30 
4.1 Discussion of main results    30 
4.2 Suggestions for further research    33  

      References      35        



 

3  

Abstract   

The two modal auxiliaries can and could are investigated in this essay. Focus is on the correspondence between 
descriptions in grammar books and real-life data.   

First four English learner grammar books aimed for Swedish high-schools were analyzed. The uses and translations of 
can and could found in the grammar books were then compared to real-life examples from an English-Swedish 
parallel corpus.   

It was found that three of the grammar books categorize the uses of can and could according to ability, possibility and 
permission in quite general terms and these uses correlated to the majority of the corpus examples. The forth book did 
not mention the possibility use and stated very specific uses of the modal auxiliaries. This grammar book did not 
correspond to the corpus data to the same extent as the other three grammars.  

It could be concluded that the assumptions made about use correlated to a greater extent with the corpus than the 
assumptions made about translations.       

Keywords: Modal auxiliaries, can, could, learner grammar books, English-Swedish parallel corpus, use, ability, 
possibility, permission, translation.                            
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1. Introduction 

1.1 Background 

Modal auxiliaries is an area of English grammar that is often considered difficult for learners 

of English. Both the structure and the meaning of the modals may create problems. Celce-

Murcia et al (1999: 137) for example point out that learners find it difficult that modal 

auxiliaries lack tense and subject-verb agreement. They (1999: 137) also state that another 

problem area concerning modal auxiliaries is that there is no infinitive to between a modal 

and the following infinitive, as in other cases when two verbs follow each other. Celce-

Murcia et al (1999:137) give the following examples to illustrate this:    

1) I can go. (modal + verb).   

2) I want to go. (verb + to + verb).    

Considering learner problems for students that have Swedish as their native language 

there are some differences between Swedish and English modal auxiliaries that may cause 

confusion. One difficulty is the fact that Swedish modal auxiliaries are conjugated according 

to tense and generally have more forms than English modals. For example Holmes et al 

(2003: 257) state the following forms of the modal auxiliary ‘kunna’ in Swedish: kunna 

(infinitive), kan (present), kunde (past), kunnat (supine). English modals, in contrast, are only 

conjugated in the present and the past forms, e.g.: can, could, and in all other forms a 

paraphrase is used (cf. Quirk et al 1985: 222), such as for instance be able to. 

Paraphrases show that mood and modality can be expressed in several ways (Palmer 

2001) where only one of the ways is the use of modal auxiliaries such as can and could. 

However, modal verbs is the most thoroughly investigated area in studies of modality. 

Wärnsby (2006: 22), for example, states that ‘investigations of modality in Western European 
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languages have been dominated by the study of modal verbs, since these languages contain a 

more or less easily identified group of modal verbs’. 

 Wärnsby’s doctoral dissertation (De)coding Modality: The case of Must, May, Måste 

and Kan (2006) is one of the contributions to contrastive studies of modal auxiliaries in 

Swedish and English. Her investigation is focused on the semantic, syntactic and pragmatic 

context of modally modified utterances (Wärnsby 2006: 45-46). Since Wärnsby (2006) has 

focused on a different set of modals than this investigation, however, there are not many 

parallels to be drawn between this investigation and her investigation. That said, Wärnsby has 

investigated the Swedish modal kan which often is translatable with the English modal can, a 

modal that is part of this investigation. 

Furthermore, Wärnsby shows some interesting differences between modal auxiliaries 

in the two languages. She (2006: 85-86) found that there are above all semantic differences 

between the English and Swedish modals. Also, according to Wärnsby (2006: 24) the 

distinction between main verbs and auxiliary verbs is not as clear in Swedish as it is in 

English when it comes to morpho-syntax. Wärnsby (2006: 24) states that English auxiliaries 

are mainly classified according to morpho-syntactic criteria, whereas Swedish auxiliaries are 

classified according to their meaning.  

As there are clear differences between the use, form and meaning of modal auxiliaries 

in English and Swedish, it is interesting to investigate how English learner grammars aimed 

for Swedish students explain modal auxiliaries. In order to establish the accuracy of the 

grammar books, it is also interesting to compare the grammar books to real language.   

1.2 Aims 

Since learners find modal auxiliaries a difficult area and there are important differences 

between English and Swedish, it is important how the area is presented in material for 

learners. Furthermore it is important to analyze whether the grammatical rules presented in 
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learner grammars etc mirror real language use. Thus, the following questions will be 

investigated in this essay:  

1) How the English modal auxiliaries can and could are explained in four different English 

grammars aimed for the tuition of English in Swedish high-schools.  

2)   How well the assumptions made in the teaching material correlate with the use of can and 

could in authentic English texts extracted from an English-Swedish translation corpus.  

1.3 Method and Material 

The method in this investigation is contrastive-descriptive. The material used consists partly 

of different English grammars aimed for second language acquisition in Swedish high-

schools and partly the English-Swedish Parallel Corpus (ESPC). 

Three of the English grammar books are aimed for the teaching of English at high-

school levels, namely Progress Gold A (Hedencrona et al 2003), Engelsk gymmnasie 

grammatik (Hedström 2000) and Gleerups engelska grammatik (Ljung et al 1992). The fourth 

book, Modern engelsk grammatik (Svartvik et al 2003), is aimed for English learners in all 

forms of education.    

One of the books, Gleerups engelska grammatik (Ljung et al 1992), was deliberately 

chosen. This English grammar is aimed for students at high-school level. The other three 

books were chosen from a pedagogical library on the basis of their quite large chapters on 

modal auxiliaries and the fact that they were aimed, or seemed to be aimed, at high-school 

tuition. The rules and translations on modal auxiliaries in all four books were studied and 

compared. Furthermore, comparisons were made to the descriptive grammar A 

comprehensive grammar of the English language (Quirk et al 1985).    
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Second, the English-Swedish Parallel Corpus was studied in order to compare the 

description in English grammars with ‘real-world data’. The corpus consists of approximately 

2.8 million words and is made up of comparable written texts in both English and Swedish, 

with their translations. The texts in the corpus are from different genres and are picked out to 

match each other closely concerning subject matter, type of intended audience and register. 

The corpus consists of one Swedish and one English original corpus and two translation 

corpora (Wärnsby 2006: 42-43). Other studies of English and Swedish modality based on 

ESPC include e.g. Wärnsby (2006). 

In this study, the modal auxiliaries can and could were searched for in the English 

original texts in the fiction part of the corpus. The auxiliaries were all searched for separately. 

The corpus displayed 100 hits for each auxiliary. In some cases a few examples were 

excluded from the investigation, either because they were not a modal auxiliary or because 

they were impossible to categorize due to lack of context. The examples drawn from the 

corpus were categorized according to the rules of use of each of the English grammars 

separately. If a grammar book did not state the rule of use illustrated in the corpus example, a 

notation was made. The examples were sorted according to use and then compared in order to 

see which use was most common. It was also noted how well the assumptions made in the 

material correlate with the corpus evidence.  

One of the grammars, Modern engelsk grammatik (Svartvik et al 2003), gave 

translations to each of the modals and Gleerups engelska grammatik (Ljung et al 1992) gave a 

possible translation to one of the modals. These translations were compared with the 

translations made in the corpus.  

The analysis of the English grammar books is dealt with in section 2. Can and could 

are dealt with together. The contrastive analysis of the English grammar books and the corpus 

examples is presented in section 3.  
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     1.4 Definition of modality 

The usage of modal auxiliaries is one of several ways of expressing modality. Palmer 

(2001:4), for example, states that ‘[m]odality is concerned with the status of the proposition 

that describes the event’ and continues by stating that modality can be expressed by both 

modal systems and mood (Palmer 2001: 4). English and Swedish predominantly use the 

modal system. One language where different moods are used to express modality is Spanish. 

That is to say that in Spanish the two moods the subjunctive and the indicative is a part of 

everyday language whereas in English the subjunctive has almost disappeared, and a modal 

system of modal verbs has been created instead (Palmer 2001:4). The same is true for 

Swedish.   

The modal auxiliaries can be placed in modal systems with several main- and 

subcategories. There are various names for these categories in the literature, and scholars do 

not always agree on the subtleties of division. It should be noted, however, that Palmer (2001: 

14-15) argues that the modality systems may differ in different languages; a category may 

occur in several systems and the same modal auxiliary may be used in several different 

systems. However, the scope of this paper does not allow a thorough discussion of the 

different views, and I will therefore only describe the categories of meaning found in the 

learner grammars that I have investigated. My view of the categories is, however, to some 

extent based on the meanings stated by Palmer (2001: 22). 

Palmer uses the main categories propositional and event modality. Propositional modality 

deals with the speaker’s attitude to the truth-value or factual status of the proposition and has 

the subcategories of epistemic and evidential modality (Palmer 2001: 24). The difference 

between these two subcategories, is that epistemic modality is the speaker’s judgment about 

the factual status of the proposition whereas in evidential modality the speaker indicates what 

evidence he or she has for the proposition.  
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Epistemic modality can be divided into the categories speculative, deductive and 

assumptive (Palmer 2001: 22).  Palmer (2001: 24) argues that a speculative judgment 

expresses uncertainty, a deductive judgment expresses inference from observable evidence 

and an assumptive judgment expresses inference from something that is generally known. 

The three following sentences exemplify Palmer’s three categories of epistemic modality in 

the above mentioned order (Palmer 2001: 25):   

(1)  John may be in his office. 

(2) John must be in his office. 

(3) John’ll be in his office.   

In example (1) the speaker is not certain that John is in his office, whereas in example (2) 

the speaker makes a deduction from observable evidence, for example that John is not in the 

cafeteria, and that John must therefore be in his office. Lastly, in example (3), the speaker 

assumes that John will be in his office since it is generally known, for example, that John is 

working in his office at that certain hour.   

Evidential modality can be divided into two basic types; reported and sensory (Palmer 

2001: 35). Sensory evidential modality gives the speaker evidence of what he is stating 

through his senses and reported evidential modality expresses that the speaker has been 

informed of the evidence of the statement from elsewhere (Palmer 2001: 40-43). In example 

number four Palmer exemplifies reported evidential modality and in example number five 

sensory evidential modality is exemplified (Palmer 2001: 40, 43):   

(4) He is said to be extremely rich. 

(5) One can see you were sick.   
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The second main category of modal systems is event modality. Palmer (2001: 8) 

describes event modality as referring to events that are potential, i.e. events that have not yet 

taken place. The subcategories of event modality are deontic and dynamic event modality. 

Palmer (2001: 70) argues that the conditioning factors of deontic modality are internal and 

with dynamic modality the conditioning factors are external. Therefore deontic modality 

expresses, for example, that the subject is willing or able to do something, whereas dynamic 

modality expresses that the subject is permitted, ordered etc  to a certain action (Palmer 2001: 

70). Palmer (2001: 22) further states that deontic modality can be permissive, obligative or 

commisive, whereas dynamic modality can be abilitive or volitive. Number six is an example 

of deontic event modality and number seven an example of dynamic event modality (Palmer 

2001: 71, 77).   

(6)You can go now. 

(7)Why don’t you go and see if Martin will let you stay?   

In example (6) it is expressed that the person is able to leave, whereas in example (7) the 

modal auxiliary expresses that Martin permits the person to leave.  

Palmer (2001: 100) states that the English modal auxiliaries are used in all of the four 

subcategories of the modal system mentioned above; epistemic, evidential, deontic and 

dynamic, even though they are not so common as evidentials1 (Palmer 2001: 100).   

An important observation about English modal auxiliaries is the fact that the past tense 

of modals are not only used as a referent to past tense in modal systems, but more commonly 

to express greater tentativeness (Palmer 2001: 13-14). This observation has been made by 

other scholars as well. Quirk et al (1985: 233) for example, observe that when used in modals 

‘the past tense form simply adds a note of tentativeness or politeness’. Palmer (2001: 14) 

gives the following example: 

                                                

 

1 In evidential modality the speaker indicates what evidence her or she has for the proposition.  
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(8) He couldn’t be there right now.   

Sentence number eight is in the present, since it is talking about ‘right now’. Even so, the past 

tense could is used. Therefore one can draw the conclusion that could is not referring to the 

past; rather it is a form of expressing tentativeness.     

2. The modal auxiliaries can and could in English tuition material 

Four grammar books aimed for the tuition of English in Swedish high-schools were used in 

this study of the modal auxiliaries can and could. It was found that three of the grammar 

books, to a great extent, covered the same rules. The forth book, Progress Gold A 

(Hedencrona et al 2003), on the other hand did not use the same approach to explain the 

modal auxiliaries can and could as the other three.  

The main use of the modal auxiliaries can and could are according to A Comprehensive 

Grammar of the English Language (Quirk et al 1985: 221-222) to express ability, possibility 

and permission. The four English grammar books mainly follow the same division of uses. 

Below, each of these three meanings of can and could will be commented on in relation to the 

four grammar books. Three of the grammar books deal with all of the meanings of can and 

could, whereas the forth grammar book, Progress Gold A, does not mention the possibility 

meaning.  

The chapter is organized according to the three main uses of the modal auxiliaries can 

and could, where all of the grammar books are dealt with under each main use. Then 

specialized meanings of can and could are dealt with, and I will show that these specialized 

meanings are not satisfactory dealt with in any of the learner grammars.   
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2.1. Ability use 

In Progress Gold A (Hedencrona et al 2003: 281) can and could are said to be used ‘to 

express ability or lack of ability’. The authors of the book are clear when it comes to giving 

examples with both positive and negative polarity, using both can and could. However, the 

examples all concern abilities such as actions like run, sing and dance. Therefore the student 

might get the impression that can and could is only used to express physical abilities. An 

example is given in (9):  

(9) Sally could dance really well.  

Quirk et al (1985: 222) on the other hand provide the reader with examples of ability that both 

express physical and psychological abilities:   

(10) They say Bill can cook better than his wife. 

(11) Can you remember where they live?  

Engelsk gymnasie grammatik (Hedström 2000: 86) explains that can and could express that 

someone can or could do something. When using the pronoun someone, however, the student 

might get the impression that ability only concerns animates. Furthermore, the examples all 

involve the ability of a human being. In Modern engelsk grammatik (Svartvik et al 2003: 136) 

and Progress Gold A (Hedencrona et al 2003: 281) the examples are similar to the examples 

in Engelsk gymnasie grammatik (Hedström 2000). However, Svartvik et al (2003: 136) do not 

point out that can and could express the ability of someone, they rather take a contrastive 

perspective and state that can equals ‘kan’ in Swedish and could equals ‘kunde’ or ‘skulle 

kunna’ in Swedish. Example number (12) is from Modern engelsk grammatik:   

(12) Peter could never find a job.  
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Gleerups engelska grammatik (Ljung et al 1992: 109) is the only grammar that gives 

examples of can with both animate and inanimate subjects. Example (13) illustrates an 

example with an inanimate subject:   

(13) A submarine of this type can easily avoid detection for months.   

2.2 Possibility use 

The other main use of can and could is to express possibility. As mentioned previously, 

Progress Gold A (Hedencrona et al 2003: 281) takes a different perspective than the other 

grammar books when it comes to explaining can and could. In this material it is not even 

mentioned that the two modals are used to express possibility. Modern engelsk grammatik 

(Svartvik et al 2003: 136), in contrast, takes a contrastive perspective again when stating that 

can equals the Swedish word ‘kan’ and could equals the Swedish ‘kunde’ or ‘skulle kunna’. 

However, Svartvik et al (Modern engelsk grammatik 2003: 136) use an example which can be 

confused with ability instead of possibility:   

(14) Could you do this for me?   

The meaning of example (14) could both be ‘are you able to do this for me?’ and ‘do you 

have the possibility to do this for me?’. This vagueness is observed by Quirk et al (1985: 222) 

who state that “the ‘ability’ meaning of can/could can be considered a special case of the 

‘possibility’ meaning, viz one in which the possibility of an action is due to some skill or 

capacity on the part of the subject referent”. This is a fact that all four materials could be 

clearer on. For example, Gleerups engelska grammatik (Ljung et al 1992: 110) states that can 

and could can express possibility and, that if so, both modals are often translatable with ‘ha 

möjlighet att’, but Ljung et al (1992: 110) could make it clearer through the examples that the 
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possibility rule is not only a combination of possibility and ability, but also involve ‘high 

risk’ that something will happen, for example that ‘it could rain today’.  

Hedström (2000: 87) uses a different approach to the possibility use than the other 

materials. He divides the possibility use in two different categories; actual possibility and 

possible possibility. Actual possibility expressed by can and could mean that something is or 

was possible or can or could be true. Example (15) is an example of actual possibility:  

(15) Smoking can cause cancer.  

Possible possibility is according to Hedström (2000: 87) expressed by could and it means that 

something could possibly happen or could possibly be true. Example (16) is an example of 

possible possibility:   

(16) We could go to Greece.  

2.3 Permission use 

The third use of can and could is to express permission. Progress Gold A (Hedencrona et al 

2003: 281) explains the permission rule by referring to two different sub-rules. The first rule 

is that can and could are used to ask permission and the second rule is that can and could are 

used to talk about what is allowed in general. Hedencrona et al (2003: 281) also state that 

could is more formal than can when it comes to asking permission. The observation about 

could as more formal is only stated with the permission use, and thus suggests that could only 

carries a more formal meaning than can when used to ask for permission to do something. 

 A better way of dealing with the increased level of politeness associated with could is 

taken by Quirk et al (1985: 233) who discuss the meanings and differences between can and 

the past tense could under a separate sub-heading concerning politeness. Quirk et al’s (1985) 
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approach makes it clearer that the politeness expressed by could does not only occur when 

asking permission, as Hedencrona et al (2003: 281) state.  

The second rule concerning permission given by Hedencrona et al says that can and 

could are used to talk about what is allowed in general. Both examples given by Hedencrona 

et al (2003: 281) are examples concerning legal rights. Since Hedencrona et al (2003: 281) 

only express that can and could are used to ask permission and to talk about what is allowed 

in general, using only legal rights as examples, the learner might get the impression that these 

are the only areas concerning permission that is expressed with the modal auxiliaries can and 

could. For example, talking about permission given by your parents to go to a party are not 

included in Hedencrona et al’s (2003) rules. Example (17) is an example from Progress Gold 

A (Hedencrona 2003: 281).  

(17) In Britain you can drive from the age of seventeen.   

Engelsk gymnasie grammatik (Hedström 2000: 86) and Gleerups engelska grammatik (Ljung 

et al 1992: 110) both state that can and could express permission and further that the Swedish 

translation would be ‘kan/kunde’ or ‘få/fick’. Further, Hedström (2000: 86) points out that 

could is used in indirect speech and Ljung et al (1992: 110) point out that can and could as 

well as may and might are used to talk about permission in indirect speech. Continuing Ljung 

et al state that could is more common than might when it comes to permission. In Modern 

engelsk grammatik (Svartvik et al 2003: 136), it is only stated that the Swedish translation to 

can is ‘får’ when it comes to talking about permission. Could is not mentioned. Also, the 

example given by Svartvik et al (2003: 136) is not a clear permission example, as it can easily 

be confused with possibility:  

(18) Can I see you tonight?   
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2.4 Specialized meanings 

Quirk et al (1985: 233) add specialized uses of could to the three main uses of ability, 

possibility and permission. They state that the past tense could ‘simply adds a note of 

tentativeness or politeness’. This concerns all of the three main uses of can and could.  

All of the learner grammars fail to make this point sufficiently clear. Svartvik et al 

(2003:136) do not say anything about could as more polite or tentative. Hedencrona et al 

(2003: 281) only state that could is more formal than can when it comes to asking permission 

and Hedström (2000:87) states that could expresses politeness when one asks for something, 

but he does not generalize further. Ljung et al (1992: 110), provide the best solution, as they 

give politeness and tentativeness associated with could as a general rule. However, they only 

state explicitly that could is used to express politeness in questions. They do not mention that 

could is also more polite in polite directives as well, as illustrated by Quirk et al (1995: 233):   

(19) You could answer these letters for me.  

In addition, Ljung et al (1992: 110) state that could is used in the main sentence in 

complex sentences including conditional sentences. In those cases the Swedish translation is 

‘skulle kunna’. See example (20).  

(20) We could explain all this if we had a suitable program.  

Ljung et al (1992: 110) translate example (20) with ‘vi skulle kunna förklara allt detta om vi 

hade ett lämpligt program’.  

Lastly, Hedencrona et al (2003: 281) mention that the use of can and could in requests 

as a separate rule. However, the uses explained by Hedencrona et al are quite confusing. Uses 

which could be under the same sub-heading are expressed as different rules, the possibility 
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use is not stated at all, the polite use of could is only said to concern permission examples 

and, finally, can and could are said to be used in requests, which is a rather vague rule.  

2.5 Concluding remarks  

To sum up, three of the learner grammars have the use of can and could with the three main 

meanings ability, possibility and permission as a base, namely Svartvik et al (2003), Ljung et 

al (1992) and Hedström (2000). Of these Svartvik et al (2003) only state the three main rules, 

whereas Ljung et al (1992) and Hedström (2000) have elaborated the rules a bit more. The 

forth learner grammar, Hedencrona et al (2003), on the other hand has chosen another 

approach, resulting in a less clear and not as reader-friendly discussion of can and could.  

It can be concluded that it is desirable for all four grammar books to include a wider selection 

of examples. In Progress Gold A (Hedencrona et al 2003), for instance, the ability examples 

only include physical abilities. Continuing, Gleerups engelska grammatik (Ljung et al 1992) 

is the only one of the four grammar books that gives example sentences concerning ability 

with both animate and inanimate subjects. Gleerups engelska grammatik (Ljung et al 1992) 

could, however, give examples of possibility that include other meanings than ‘ha möjlighet 

att’. Lastly, the examples given of the permission meaning in Progress Gold A (Hedencrona 

et al 2003), only reflect legal permission.   

The comparison of the four grammar books has shown that different authors choose to 

highlight different aspects and meanings of can and could. According to Hedge (2000: 36) 

‘[a]ny textbook is based on assumptions about learning […]’. Some authors therefore choose 

to emphasize only a few aspects of can and could in order to give the student a chance to 

learn step by step, whereas other authors believe it is better to show all aspects and meanings 

of can and could at once, giving the student a bird’s eye view. It can therefore be assumed 

that the way the grammar chooses to present the area of modal verbs is based on the author’s 

assumptions about learning.  
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3. The tuition material and an English-Swedish translation corpus 

compared  

3.1 Introduction 

In this section the uses and translations of can and could found in the learner grammars are 

compared to real-language data from the ESPC.  

The fiction part of the ESPC, contains far more examples of the modal auxiliary could 

than the modal auxiliary can in the English original language fiction texts. There were 1012 

hits for could and only 389 for can. In this analysis 96 sentences with can and 100 sentences 

with could have been categorized according to the rules of use and translation made in the 

four English learner grammars. Since the description of can and could differ in the learner 

grammars, the number of occurrences of each category from the corpus differs depending on 

which material the corpus examples are compared to. Furthermore, there were quite a lot of 

cases where sentences could not be categorized to only one of the uses of the modals.   

This chapter is organized as follows. First the corpus examples are compared to the 

learner grammars according to the three main uses ability (3.2), possibility (3.3) and 

permission (3.4). Second, other modal uses which do not correlate with the mentioned uses 

are organized under the subheading: specialized uses (3.5). Last translation suggestions from 

the learner grammars, also divided according to the three main uses, are compared to the 

corpus translations (3.7).  

3.2 The ability use  

Examples where can and could are used to express ability were most common in the corpus. 

Moreover, it was slightly more common to express ability with could than with can.  

The ability use is described in all four materials. The total number of occurrences in the 

corpus that expressed the type of ability described in both Gleerups engelska grammatik 
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(Ljung et al 1992) and Modern engelsk grammatik (Svartvik et al 2003) was 37 cases of can 

and 49 cases of could. Example (21) illustrates this use of can:  

(21) Patients can fend for themselves until it’s done.   

The modal auxiliary in example (21) expresses that patients ‘are able’ or ‘have the ability’ to 

fend for themselves, which is the basic meaning of can when used to express ability.   

3.3 The possibility use  

The second most common use of can and could in the corpus is to express possibility. All 

learner grammars except Progress Gold A (Hedencrona et al 2003) discussed this use. 

Hedström (2000: 87) has divided the possibility use in two separate categories; actual 

possibility and possible possibility. In the corpus the meaning actual possibility is more 

common than possible possibility. There where 24 sentences with can and 14 cases of could 

expressing actual possibility. Hedström (2000:87) states that possible possibility is only 

realized by could and that was confirmed by the corpus. There were 11 sentences with could 

expressing possible possibility.  

When comparing the corpus to Svartvik’s et al (2003: 136), description of can and 

could expressing possibility, can occurred 24 times and could 29 times with this meaning. 

Example (22) is an example from the corpus.   

(22) Could this be a sign of malnutrition?   

Example (22) could also be expressed as ‘is it possible that this is a sign of malnutrition’.     
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3.4 The permission use  

The third main use of can and could mentioned in all four of the learner grammars, 

permission, was a lot less common in the corpus than the ability and possibility uses. The 

frequency was almost the same when comparing the corpus with the three textbooks Engelsk 

gymnasie grammatik (Hedström 2000), Modern engelsk grammatik (Svartvik et al 2003) and 

Gleerups engelska grammatik (Ljung et al 1992) since these three materials had a similar 

description of the uses. Can occurred six times and could occurred two times2.  

Since Progress Gold A (Hedencrona et al 2003: 281) did not have a clear permission 

definition, the number of frequency of can and could in the corpus is rather different when 

classified according to Hedencrona et al’s definition than when the categorization from the 

other three materials is used. According to the definition given in Progress Gold A 

(Hedencrona et al 2003) the corpus contained only one sentence using could and no sentence 

using can to express permission. Example (23) illustrates this example:   

(23) So could I have him back, please?  

Example (23) illustrates a sentence where someone is asking for permission, which is the only 

use of permission given in Progress Gold A (Hedencrona et al 2003). The sentence could be 

rephrased as ‘Am I allowed to have him back?’. On the other hand, it could be argued that 

example (23) also expresses possibility, e.g. ‘is it possible that I have him back3?’.  

The second use that is the closest equivalent of how the permission use is described in 

Progess Gold A (Hedencrona et al 2003: 281) was ‘to talk about what is allowed in general’. 

The two examples given by Hedencrona et al are both examples of things that are allowed 

according to the law. If that is the only use of talking about what is allowed in general there 

are no examples of this use in the corpus. However, there are five sentences in the corpus 

                                                

 

2 Three times when compared to the definition given in Modern engelsk grammatik (Svartvik et al 2003) 
3 It is also possible that example (23) is a request or a demand. The many possible meanings of example (23) illustrates how 
difficult it can be to single out one correct meaning . 
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using can to talk about what is allowed. There were no sentences with could in the corpus 

with the meaning ‘allowed in general’. Example (24) is an example from the corpus that has 

been categorized according to this use of can and could:   

(24) “I don’t know whether I can sell before probate,” I said.  

The meaning of example (24) is that the person does not know if it is allowed to sell before 

probate.   

3.5 Specialized uses 

In addition to the main categories of meaning described in the previous sections, some 

specialized meanings are mentioned in the grammar books. This section will illustrate and 

discuss these specialized meanings.  

First, in Gleerups engelska grammatik (Ljung et al 1992: 110) it is stated that could is 

used in conditional sentences. There was one example of this in the corpus:  

(25) If your number was called on the loudspeaker you could win a free TV, or at least a 

framed color print of the restaurant.    

Furthermore, in Engelsk gymnasie grammatik (Hedström 2000: 87) and Gleerups 

engelska grammatik (Ljung et al 1992: 110) it is stated that could expresses politeness in 

questions. Five examples matching this definition were found in the corpus. It should be 

made clear, however, that it is difficult to determine whether could is more polite than can in 

sentences without sufficient context. As the timeframe for this study did not allow an 

extensive search of the corpus, all sentences are studied out of context and it follows that the 

examples found can be questioned. Example (26) is an example from the ESPC when could is 

used in a question: 
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(26) Could you make it two?  

Since example (26) is not analyzed in its context, it is difficult to determine with certainty that 

could expresses politeness. But since could is used instead of can, and there is no reference to 

the past in the sentence, it is likely that could is used in order to be more polite.  

The last specialized use of can and could according to Hedencrona et al (Progress Gold 

A 2003: 281) is to use the modals in requests. Five sentences in the corpus with can and four 

sentences with could were used in a request. Example (27) is an example from the corpus:  

(27) Moments later, he murmured, “Could you please clear that bed?”  

A problem that arises when analyzing sentences out of context is the fact that the 

corpus featured a number of instances with can and could that could not be ascribed to only 

one of the meanings mentioned in the learner grammars. We can expect that this would not be 

the case if the entire context for each use of can and could was available. The most common 

mixture of meanings was instances were both the ability and possibility meaning was likely. 

The analysis of the corpus shows that there were approximately 25 sentences with can that 

could either express ability or possibility. Moreover, there were approximately 15 sentences 

with could which were ambiguous between an ability and a possibility reading. This fact 

could also be an indication that the possibility and ability meanings can be intertwined. As 

mentioned above, Quirk et al (1985: 222) state that ‘the ability meaning of can /could can be 

considered a special case of “the possibility” meaning […].’ Example (28) is a case from the 

corpus which can express both possibility and ability:  

(28) “Okey-if I can.   



 

23  

3.6 Concluding remarks 

When comparing the learner grammars to the corpus, it is obvious that can and could is most 

commonly used to express ability, while the second most common use is the possibility 

meaning. It is therefore interesting that the possibility meaning was not mentioned in 

Progress Gold A 4(Hedencrona et al 2003). The permission use is far less common than the 

two other uses according to the corpus. Other uses mentioned in the learner grammars were 

also found in the corpus. However, they were not as common as the ability and possibility 

uses. However, the specialized uses were more common than the permission use as can be 

seen in figure 3.6 below:  

Figure 3.6 

Ability use Possibility use Permission use Specialized uses

37

24
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Could

    

                                                

 

4 The categories of use according to Progress Gold A (Hedencrona et al 2003: 281) are: 1) To express ability or lack of ability. 2) 
To ask permission. 3) To talk about what is allowed in general. 4) In requests.  
The request category is the only category which deals with the possibility meaning.  
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Summing up, the corpus reflected the learner grammars Modern engelsk grammatik 

(Svartvik et al 2003), Gleerups engelska grammatik (Ljung et al 1992) and Engelsk gymnasie 

grammatik (Hedström 2000) more accurately than it reflected Progress Gold A (Hedencrona 

et al 2003).   

3.7 Translations 

In addition to the uses of can and could mentioned in the previous sections, the grammar 

books also suggest possible translations of the two modal auxiliaries. In this section these 

translations will be compared to the translations in the corpus. 

When comparing the translations in the learner grammars to the translations in the 

corpus, the sentences which can have several meanings have been analyzed several times 

according to their different uses. Therefore the number of sentences analyzed will be more 

than the original 96 for can and 100 for could.  Also, as Modern engelsk grammatik (Svartvik 

et al 2003: 136) is the only one of the four grammar books which gives straight-forward 

translations to can and could according to the different uses, the comparisons in translations 

are mainly done according to the three main usages stated by Svartvik et al (2003). In 

addition to Svartvik et al (2003), Ljung et al (Gleerups engelska grammatik 1992) have also 

given one possible translation to the possibility use, which is included in the analysis.    

3.7.1 Ability 

Svartvik et al (2003:136) have translated can as ‘kan’ and could as ‘kunde’ or ‘skulle kunna’ 

when the meaning is to express ability. In the corpus, 53 of the sentences expressing ability 

with can are translated with Swedish ‘kan’. However, 14 cases were found where can 

expressing ability was not translated with ‘kan’. The most common translation in this group 

was to not translate can at all, as illustrated in example (29a). Thus, the corpus evidence 

confirms the translations made by Svartvik et al (2003: 136) regarding can.  
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(29a)We need a blood test to confirm, but I’m as certain as I can be that you have infectious 

hepatitis.  

Vi måste få det bekräftat med blodprov, men jag är övertygad om att ni har smittsam gulsot.   

Concerning the translation of could expressing ability, 40 cases were found in the 

corpus where could was translated with ‘kunde’, rather than ‘skulle kunna’, which we have 

seen is the suggestion given by Svartvik et al (2003). Only three cases were found where the 

translation was ‘skulle kunna’. The remaining sentences were translated with ‘skulle’ (five 

times), ‘kan’ (three times), ‘förmådde’ (one time) and finally there were 15 cases where could 

had not been translated at all. This is illustrated in the figure 3.7.1 below. The corpus 

translations of could thus indicate that when it comes to ability, could is usually translated 

with ‘kunde’. In other words, the assumption of Svartvik et al (2003: 136) that could often is 

translated with ‘skulle kunna’ was not supported by the corpus. Example (29b) is an example 

from the corpus when could is translated with ‘kunde’.   

(29b) Andrew wished he could comfort the other man more. 

Andrew önskade att han kunde trösta honom bättre.   

Figure 3.7.1 

Kunde Skulle 
kunna

Skulle   Kan Förmådde Ej översatt

40

3 5 3 1

15

Ability use; translations of could
Ability use; translations of could
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3.7.2 Possibility 

In cases where can and could express possibility, Svartvik et al (2003: 136) have translated 

can with ‘kan’ and could with ‘kunde’ or ‘skulle kunna’. According to the corpus this 

translation suggestion of can is very accurate. In 44 cases, out of a total number of 96, can 

was translated with ‘kan’, and it was translated by either ‘skulle kunna’, ‘ska’ or nothing at all 

in eight cases. Example (30a) is an example where can is translated with ‘kan’:   

(30a) He says can you be there at five? 

Han frågar om ni kan vara här klockan fem.   

It appears that the translation ‘kan’ is the most straightforward translation of can. In example 

(30a) it would, however, also be possible to use ‘skulle kunna’.  

The assumptions of the translation of could, i.e. ‘kunde’ or ‘skulle kunna’, on the other 

hand, was not as accurate. Could was translated with ‘kunde’ in 24 cases, but only with 

‘skulle kunna’ in four cases. It was translated with ‘kan’ nine times, ‘skulle’ one time, ‘hade 

kunnat ‘one time, ‘går det ‘one time and not translated at all seven times. This is illustrated in 

figure 3.7.2 below.  

Figure 3.7.2 
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Example (30b) is an example from the corpus were could is translated with ‘skulle kunna’.   

(30b) “I could ask you the same question, “she teased.  

”Jag skulle kunna fråga dig samma sak,” sade hon retsamt.   

In example (30b) the translation ‘skulle kunna’ is used in the place of the more commonly 

used ‘kunde’. The reason for this is probably to put a stronger emphasis on the conditional 

meaning of the sentence. Continuing, example (30c) is an example where could is translated 

with ‘kunde’:   

(30c) In this vision of her-if you could call it a vision, […]  

På den bild han tyckte sig se-om man nu kunde tala om att se […]  

To translate could with ‘kunde’, as in example (30c), is the most common way of translating 

could according to the corpus evidence. However, as mentioned above, could was translated 

with ‘kan’ nine times in the corpus. It appears that could is translated with ‘kunde’ when there 

is a condition for the fulfillment of the sentence. When could is translated with ‘kan’ there is 

no condition. This is illustrated in example (30d):   

(30d) I could go to prison.  

Jag kan hamna i fängelse.  

In example (30d) the person could go to prison as it is. If could, however, would be translated 

with ‘kunde’ the action of going to prison would be under some condition, for example, ‘Jag 

kunde hamna i fängelse om jag rånade en bank’. 
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In Gleerups engelska grammatik (1992: 110) Ljung states that can and could are often 

translated with ‘ha möjlighet att’ when the meaning is possibility. In the corpus there were 

nine cases with can, and eight cases with could where the translation could possibly be ‘ha 

möjlighet att’. However, there were no sentences found in the corpus where the translation 

actually was ‘ha möjlighet att’. The total number where can and could had a possibility 

meaning was 24. In addition, there were 18 sentences where can could express both 

possibility and ability and that could also be translated with ‘ha möjlighet att’. With could the 

number of occurrences was 14. The translations in the corpus of these sentences indicate that 

Ljung’s translation choice, i.e. ‘ha möjlighet att’ could be used (1992:110). The following 

examples are examples from the corpus, where the translation of can and could could 

possibly be replaced with ‘ha möjlighet att’.  

(30e) He says can you be here at five? 

Han frågar om ni kan vara här klockan fem.    

(30f) Maybe you could come this evening.  

Du kunde kanske komma ikväll.  

In both example (30e) and example (30f) it is probably possible to replace ‘kunde’ and ‘kan’ 

with ‘ha möjlighet att’. It appears that this is possible when the subject of the sentence is a 

person, and when the meaning of the sentence is the question whether or not that person has 

the possibility to do something, or if something stands in the way.  

3.7.3 Permission  

When can expresses permission the likely translation is ‘får’ according to Svartvik et al 

(2003:136). Svartvik et al do not give a translation of could when it expresses permission. 

Svartvik et al’s assumption about the translation of can is not supported by the corpus. The 
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corpus data contained only two cases out of ten, where can expressing permission was 

translated with ‘får’. The most common translation of can was ‘kan’. Example (31a) is an 

example when can is translated with ‘får’, and example (31b) is an example when can is 

translated with ‘kan’.   

(31a) “But if you can, will you?” 

“Men om ni får, gör ni det då?”  

(31b) “You can keep the house,” Sarah said. 

”Du kan behålla huset”, sade Sarah.   

In example (31a) it is understood that the subject in the sentence needs to ask someone for 

permission. Therefore ‘får’ is used. In example (31b), however, there is no need for asking 

someone for permission, therefore can is translatable with ‘kan’. However, it would also be 

possible to translate can with ‘får’.  

3.7.4 Concluding remarks 

Only one of the learner grammars, Modern engelsk grammatik (Svartvik et al 2003: 137), 

states translations to all of the uses of the modals can and could. It is stated by Svartvik et al  

(Modern engelsk grammatik 2003: 137) that can and could when used to express ability is 

translated with ‘kan’ and ‘kunde’, respectively. This was also confirmed by the corpus. 

However, Svartvik et al (2003) also states ‘skulle kunna’ as a possible translation of could, 

which is not supported by the corpus evidence.   

The results concerning the possibility meaning was similar. The corpus suggests that 

can is translated with ‘kan’ and could is translated with ‘kunde’ when the meaning is 

possibility. In addition to this, Svartvik et al (2003: 137) again states that a possible 
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translation of could is ‘skulle kunna’. Nevertheless, as with the ability meaning, ‘skulle 

kunna’ was not a common translation when the meaning is possibility.   

Regarding can used to express permission, Svartvik et al (2003: 137) states that a 

proper translation is ‘får’. The corpus investigation, however, shows that it is more common 

to translate can with ‘kan’ in this meaning.  

In addition to the translations suggested by the learner grammars the corpus contained 

a number of examples were the modal auxiliary was not translated at all, a translation choice 

that none of the learner grammars mentioned.    

4. Conclusion 

Since modal auxiliaries are considered difficult for learners of English the aims of this essay 

was to investigate, first; how the English modal auxiliaries can and could are explained in 

four different English grammars aimed for the tuition of English in Swedish high-schools and 

second; how well the assumptions made in the teaching material correlate with the use of can 

and could in authentic English texts extracted from an English-Swedish translation corpus. In 

this final section I will discuss the main results of the investigation.    

4.1 Discussion of main results 

First, it was found that three of the grammar books, Engelsk gymnasie grammatik (2000), 

Gleerups engelska grammatik (1992) and Modern engelsk grammatik (2003), mainly 

organize the uses of can and could in the categories ability, possibility and permission, 

although Gleerups engelska grammatik (1992: 109-110) and Engelsk gymnasie grammatik 

(2000: 86-87) both add one specialized use to the three main uses. The forth grammar book, 

Progress Gold A (2003) organizes the uses more specifically and the permission use is left 

out. A reason for the different organizations might be different pedagogical approaches. As 
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suggested by Hedge (2000: 36) ‘any textbook is based on assumptions about learning […]’. It 

is likely that Progress Gold A (2003) has chosen a ‘step-by-step’ approach to learning, 

whereas Modern engelsk grammatik (2003) prefer to state all uses at once, giving the student 

a bird’s eye view of the area. Gleerups engelska grammatik (1992) and Engelsk gymnasie 

grammatik (2000) mainly use a bird’s eye view, but both grammars add specific uses and 

they can therefore be considered a mixture of the bird’s eye view and the step-by-step 

learning approach. One can also assume, that the specific rules found in Progress Gold A 

(2003) are connected with texts in the learner grammar book, where these specific uses are 

dealt with. Therefore the authors of Progress Gold A (2003) have chosen to only high-light 

the uses of can and could that are found in texts that the students have actually read.  

When comparing the grammars to the corpus examples it was found that the books 

which divided the uses of can and could according to the categories ability, possibility and 

permission correlated more accurately with the corpus data than Progress Gold A (2003). In 

the cases where the grammar books are very specific, especially in Progress Gold A (2003), it 

was more difficult to find sentences that matched the specific uses in the corpus. With this in 

mind, it can be discussed whether it is good to only give specific uses to the modals. The 

student might get the impression that the two modals are only used in the specific cases 

mentioned and fail to understand other uses of the modal.  

Continuing, it was argued that all four grammar books could include a wider selection 

of examples. To mention a few concerns it would be desirable to include examples of can and 

could expressing ability with a subject other that is not animate. Furthermore, it was argued 

that the permission use examples could include some examples which do not only concern 

legal permission.   

Furthermore, it was suggested that all of the grammar books would benefit from a 

clearer description of the ability meaning, including information that the ability meaning can 

be considered a special case of the possibility meaning (Quirk et al 1985: 222). That this is 
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the case was confirmed by the corpus investigation. It is likely that the reason for omitting 

this information is to make the uses of can and could clear and easy to understand. However, 

it is quite obvious when analyzing uses of can and could that the ability and possibility 

meaning are two sides of the same coin, and as students at high-school level are capable of 

understanding this it should not be left out from the learner grammars.   

Lastly, all grammar books fail in making it clear that could ‘simply adds a note of 

tentativeness or politeness’ and that this concerns all uses of can and could (Quirk et al 1985: 

233). However, some of the grammars do highlight that could is more polite than can, but 

only in some specific cases. This fact could also be an indication of these specific uses being 

connected to a text in the grammar book where these uses appear and therefore the authors 

again have chosen a ‘step-by-step’ approach. It is also possible that the authors think that it is 

easier for students to understand the uses if they are stated in explicit rules.   

Regarding translation suggestions of the two modals, only one grammar book, Modern 

engelsk grammatik (Svartvik et al 2003), gives translations to each modal in its three 

meanings. The translation suggestions were only partly supported by the corpus evidence. 

Svartvik et al (2003) translates can and could with ‘kan’ and ‘kunde’ in both the ability and 

possibility meaning. These translations were supported by the corpus. Also, Svartvik et al 

(2003) included ‘skulle kunna’ as a possible translation of could in both these uses. This 

suggestion was, however, not supported by the corpus. For the translation of can used in the 

permission category, Svartvik et al (2003) suggest ‘får’. However, the corpus analysis showed 

that ‘kan’ is a more common translation in this category. Also, the corpus displayed a lot of 

cases where can and could were not translated at all. None of the grammar books mentioned 

this.  

As stated above, it was only Svartvik et al (2003) that gave translations to each modal 

in each use. As the translations were not always supported by the corpus, one can speculate 

whether or not the translations are actually translations and not just suggested, basic meanings 



 

33  

of the modals in each usage, e.g. that normally the meaning of can is ‘kan’ when talking 

about ability. The reason for stating these translations is probably just to exemplify for the 

learner how the modal can be translated. If this is the case, however, it should be made clear 

that the modals can also be translated in other ways.  

To sum up, this investigation has shown that the assumptions made about use in the 

learner grammars were supported by the corpus to a greater extent than the assumptions made 

about translation. The reason for this seems to be that there is no one correct translation to 

can and could that can be easily stated, whereas the uses of can and could are easier to 

pinpoint. It was also found that the ability use of the modals is the most common use, and 

finally, it was found that the ability and possibility uses are not always separable.   

4.2 Suggestions for further research 

In this investigation it was found that one of the grammar books, Progress Gold A (2003), 

uses a step-by-step approach where the grammar is connected to the texts in the book. It was 

also found that the three other books, Engelsk gymnasie grammatik (2000), Gleerups 

engelska grammatik (1992 and Modern engelsk grammatik (2003) approach the grammar by 

stating more general uses. It would be interesting to investigate further which of these two 

approaches is better for the students. It can be assumed that the step-by-step approach is 

applicable at the lower stages in school and the general approach is more suitable for older 

learners of English. The older students should have a greater capacity of applying specific 

sentences to general uses, than the younger students do.   

Secondly, it would also be interesting to investigate whether the straight-forward 

translations to the modals help or hinder the student. I would argue that it is better if the high-

school student learn to draw their own conclusions about rules, both when it comes to use and 

translation of the modal auxiliaries can and could.  
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Lastly, it would be interesting to do the same type of investigation as this one, but 

using a larger material in order to get a clearer picture of the correlation between the learner 

grammars and real-language data.                              
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