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From Second Language Immersion to Second Language
Development——A Comparative Case Study of Two
Chinese Learners of English
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Abstract: The Critical Period Hypothesis suggests that learners who are exposed to a second language before
puberty are more likely to achieve native-like proficiency. However, recent studies have shown that immersive
language environments, sustained language input, and learners’ sociocultural engagement during study abroad also
play significant roles in second language (L2) development. Therefore, the age of initial exposure alone cannot fully
explain ultimate L2 attainment. This study investigates the influence of study abroad timing on L2 development
through a comparative case study of two Chinese English learners who experienced overseas study at different
stages of life. Drawing on semi-structured interviews, the study compares their language learning experiences,
pronunciation development, grammatical processing, and L2 identity. The findings indicate that the learner who
studied abroad before puberty demonstrates clear advantages in pronunciation, automatic grammatical processing,
and L2 identity, whereas the learner who studied abroad after puberty shows improvement in oral fluency and

communicative competence. The findings also suggest that age is not the sole determinant of ultimate L2 attainment;
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sustained engagement with the target language plays an equally important role in long-term language development.

This study provides pedagogical implications for Chinese learners in selecting appropriate timing and approaches

for overseas language learning.

Keywords: critical period hypothesis; L2 immersion; second language acquisition; case study
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