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This paper evaluates an e-mail project involving undergraduate students of business and technical
communications courses of the Chinese University of Hong Kong and students of Higher Diploma in
Business and Professional Communication courses of the College of Higher Vocational Studies, Division
of Humanities, City University of Hong Kong. The students were required to organise a mini-conference
using e-mail as the sole medium of communication, thus carrying out a "real world task" in English. The
aim was to provide a student-driven programme to increase students' exposure to e-mail for a business
related purpose and to communicate in English doing a realistic task that extended beyond the classroom.
Despite initial hitches in establishing contact, e-mail was very favourably rated by students as faster and
more accurate than traditional mail, with the facility ofcomunicating with many people at one time as a
distinct advantage. The wider audience gained from including another tertiary institution provided op
portunities for students to practise not only their presentation skills but also their social skills as the e
mail correspondence increased interaction and communication between the two universities.

INTRODUCTION: WHY E-MAIL?

The world of work in Hong Kong now increasingly involves technological communication.
Yet the financial cost of communicating by telephone, fax, or face-to-face and the cost in time
of postal communication could hinder rather than help international business and trade. E
mail offers the business community a relatively cost-efficient and time-saving means of
international communication. Murray (1985) also supports the term computer conversations
because they offer the possibility of immediate response and interaction. This is an important
consideration for the world of work, especially in Hong Kong, where it is often said that time
equals money. Hawisher & Moran (1993) state more bluntly that e-mail is simply part of the
daily routine in the world of business. It is therefore worth considering the role of e-mail in
courses at the tertiary level which aim, to a certain extent, to prepare students for the world
of work (Hawisher & Moran, 1993). Hawisher & Moran also advocate that as professionals in
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