
 

 

 

Definition:  

❖ The modal verb "can" is a fundamental component of 

English grammar that plays a key role in expressing ability, 

permission, requests, and possibilities.  

❖ Its versatility makes it essential for effective 

communication in various contexts. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Modal Verb "Can" 



 

 

1. Expressing Ability 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Examples: 

"She can speak several languages". (Ability to speak 

multiple languages) 

"He can solve complex mathematical problems". 

(Ability to solve difficult problems) 

In these sentences, "can" is used to express what someone 

is capable of doing, either because of their inherent skills 

or learned expertise. 

"Can" is primarily used to indicate someone's ability or 

capacity to perform an action. It denotes that a person 

has the skill or knowledge to do something. This usage is 

straightforward and is often employed to highlight 

talents or competencies. 



 

 

2. Making Requests  

 

 

  

 

 

 

Examples: 

"Can you pass me the salt"? (Request for a small 

favor) 

"Can I borrow your book"? (Request to borrow an 

item) 

In these contexts, "can" is used to inquire if someone is 

willing or able to fulfill a request, and it is typically seen as 

less formal compared to other modals like "could" or 

"may". 

"Can" is commonly used to make informal requests. It 

allows speakers to ask for something or request 

assistance in a direct and straightforward manner.  

This use of "can" is appropriate in casual conversations 

and everyday interactions. 



 

 

3. Granting Permission  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Examples: 

"You can leave early today". (Permission to leave 

before the usual time) 

"Can I go to the bathroom"? (Request for permission 

to leave the room) 

In these examples, "can" serves to communicate that an 

action is permitted or to seek approval for an action. 

"Can" is also used to grant or seek permission, 

particularly in informal settings.  

When used to grant permission, it indicates that 

something is allowed or approved. 

 



 

 

4. Discussing Possibilities 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Examples: 

"The project can be completed by next week". 

(Possibility of completing the project) 

"This method can lead to better results". (Potential 

outcome of using the method) 

Here, "can" suggests that the outcome is not just possible 

but reasonably achievable under certain conditions. 

Although less common than other modals like "may" or 

"might", "can" can also be used to express possibility.  

It implies that something is feasible or within the realm 

of possibility, though it often conveys a stronger sense of 

likelihood compared to "may" or "might". 

 



 

 

5. Contrasts with Other Modals  

 

 

 

"Can" vs. "May": While "can" is used to grant permission 

informally and discuss possibilities, "may" is often used in 

formal contexts to ask for or grant permission and discuss 

possibilities with a touch of formality. 

Examples: 

Present Ability: "I can swim". vs. "I could swim when I 

was younger". 

Polite Request: "Can you help me"? vs. "Could you help 

me"? 

"Can" vs. "Could": "Can" is used for present abilities and 

informal requests, while "could" is used for past abilities, 

more polite requests, or hypothetical situations. 



 

 

 

 

Conclusion:  

In summary, the modal verb "can" is a versatile and 

essential part of English, used to express ability, make 

requests, grant permission, and discuss possibilities.  

Its straightforward usage in informal contexts, combined 

with its ability to denote capability and feasibility, makes 

it a key tool in everyday communication. 

Examples: 

Permission: "You can go now". (Informal) vs. "May I 

leave now"? (Formal) 

Possibility: "It can happen". (Less tentative) vs. "It may 

happen". (More tentative) 


