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ECON 306: INTERMEDIATE MICROECONOMICS 
 
INSTRUCTOR: Andrew G. Humphries            ECON 306-007 
OFFICE LOCATION: Economics Dept., James Buchanan Hall     FALL 2019 
EMAIL ADDRESS: ahumphr5@gmu.edu     Robinson Hall B442 
OFFICE HOURS: Tuesdays 5:00-7:00PM or by appointment             T: 7:20-10:00PM 
 

ORIENTATION 

“As civilized human beings, we are the inheritors, neither of an inquiry about ourselves 
and the world, nor of an accumulating body of information, but of a conversation, begun 
in the primeval forests and extended and made more articulate in the course of centuries. 
It is a conversation which goes on both in public and within each of ourselves.... 
Education, properly speaking, is an initiation into the skill and partnership of this 
conversation in which we learn to recognize the voices, to distinguish the proper 
occasions of utterance, and in which we acquire the intellectual and moral habits 
appropriate to conversation.”  

― Michael Oakeshott  

“Economics is not about things and tangible material objects; it is about men, their 
meanings and actions.”       

― Ludwig von Mises 
 
Economics studies timeless laws of human action and exchange and how these laws 
interact with geography and social institutions to generate all social phenomena. There 
is, therefore, an economic aspect to every issue of importance to human beings. But the 
study of economics is often driven by an interest in understanding one or more of the 
following three fundamental questions:  
 

1. Why are some countries rich, while others remain poor? What conditions 
and institutions are most conducive to the efficient and creative use of resources 
to maximize human wellbeing? What is wealth and how is it created? What 
caused the unprecedented wealth explosion of the past 250 years? 
 

2. How and why does Paris get fed? How is it that strangers, acting separately 
and pursuing their own interests, tend to become coordinated with one another in 
mutually beneficial patterns as if guided by an invisible hand? How do orderly 
and beneficial institutions and patterns of production emerge without any overall 
plan directing their development? 
 

3. What is the connection between market economies and individual 
freedom? Why is individual freedom correlated with commercial societies? Why 
is it that ideologies motivated by benevolence, fraternity, science, and progress 
have often led to the most economically chaotic, stagnant, and oppressive 
societies? What are the legal and moral pre-conditions for individual freedom?  
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COURSE MATERIALS 
Required textbook: 

• Price Theory and Applications, Hirshleifer 
• Other readings will be found in the class Dropbox Folder  

 
Students are required to bring physical copies of the textbook and printouts of 
the assigned readings to be discussed during that class as part of their 
participation grade. Students without their texts will be asked to leave class to acquire 
copies to be able to participate fully.  
 
Laptops will not be permitted. 
 

STUDY GROUPS & EXPECATIONS OF EXCELLENCE 
 
It is impossible to learn economics sitting passively in a lecture hall once a week. To 
learn economics, you must study it daily. You must also practice presenting, discussing, 
and arguing about economic theory and policy with peers.  
 
Students will be expected to study the assigned textbook pages thoroughly before the 
class in which those concepts will be discussed. The standard expected of you is that 
you will be prepared to teach your classmates the concepts during class. In order to 
achieve this standard, you should,  
 

A. Schedule regular periods for study during the week 
B. Read the assignment texts actively and for understanding not just for information.  

a. While reading, ask yourself: do I understand what the author is saying? 
Can I explain it in my own words or give unique examples (actually try it!)? 
Can I draw this myself without looking at the book? Do I understand what 
each of the parts of the diagram means and represents? Do I know why 
the author claims it’s useful or true?  

b. If you are lost or confused, first identify what you DO understand and 
exactly what you do NOT understand. Second, formulate your confusion 
as a question (what does the author mean by…? What’s the connection 
between….? Why does the author think…?) 

c. Finally, look for parts of the text around the parts that you don’t 
understand to try to answer or refine your question. 

C. Meet with a study group of peers weekly to discuss the assigned textbook pages 
and practice presenting to each other. Do not assume that you or they 
understand any of it. Go through the definitions, arguments, and diagrams 
explaining them to each other. Ask each other about the meaning of the text and 
help each other develop high standards of understanding. 

D. When you are unable to answer a question for yourself or in your study group, go 
to the economic department’s free tutoring hours to have your questions 
addressed. 

E. Contact me by email to set up an in-person (or Skype) meeting to discuss the 
concept before class. 
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GRADING POLICY 

Quizzes (10%). Starting the second week, there will be a 15 minute quiz at the 
beginning of every class testing you on the content covered during the previous week’s 
readings and class discussions. Before each class, you should review the concepts and 
diagrams discussed the previous class.  

Regular review and low-stakes testing will help you keep the concepts in your medium 
term memory, help you connect what comes next with what has come before, and give 
you feedback on your understanding before midterms and finals. 

Reading responses & dialogue question (10%). Before reading each dialogue 
reading, students will write 150-200 words on their own opinions about the topic of the 
reading (e.g., Do we live in a world of scarcity? What is scarce and what isn’t? Why and 
how do we know?) After they have finished the reading, they will write another 150-200 
words about what they found most interesting or surprising about the readings and write 
ONE question they would like to discuss during the dialogue about the reading. 

The ideal question is sincere—it articulates something you are genuinely interested to 
discuss about the meaning or implications of the text and refers to a particular part of 
the text. 

Students must submit their pre-and post-reading reflections and their dialogue question 
in a dialogue question google form by or before 11:59pm on the Monday prior to the 
class in which that reading will be discussed. The timestamp issued by the Google 
Forms system standard clock will be used to determine whether the question was in on 
time or not. Late reading reflection and dialogue questions will receive a grade of zero. 

In-class participation (20%). Quality of participation in the dialogues and other class 
activities will be judged by, but not be limited to, the following:  

PRESENT & PREPARED: The student is present throughout the class, has 
copies of the readings in physical form, and is ready to explain OR has specific 
questions about which parts of the readings or videos he or she did not 
understand.  
 
Students are expected to have done all the reading carefully to have annotated 
their text or have taken notes on it, and to come to class ready to discuss the 
texts, to help each other understand, and to explore the material together.  

ACTIVE & ATTENTIVE: The student is attentive to the conversation, does not 
use phone or computer during class, is active and proactive, maintains a posture 
of respect and alertness, tries to understand the text and others, volunteers to 
read aloud, asks questions, volunteers his or her hypotheses about what the text 
means, actively listens to others, helps peers, is courteous, receives feedback 
and criticism humbly and respectfully, agrees or disagrees with others with 
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reason and sensitivity, presents ideas in plain language, supports claims with 
reasons. 

The student will receive an email after the 5th week communicating how he or she is 
doing regarding in-class participation. In the 8th week, the student is also encouraged to 
have a 15- to 20-minute student-teacher conference to talk about the student’s progress 
and learning.  

Two Midterm (20% x 2) and Final (20%). The dates of the two midterms and final will 
be October 8th, November 26th, and December 17th, respectively. 

There will be no make-up time for the midterms or final, so mark the dates 
in your calendar. I strongly advise against missing a midterm. However, if for 
any reason you are unable to attend a midterm, the grade of the final exam will 
be weighted more heavily to compensate. 

Quizzes…………………………………………… 10% 
Reading response & dialogue question……….. 10% 
In-class participation…………………………….. 20% 
Midterm 1………………………………………..... 20% 
Midterm 2………………………………………..... 20%   
Final……………………………………………….. 20% 
__________________________________________  
Total……………………………………………….. 100%  

Make-up assignment policy. There will be no make-up quizzes or exams. If you are 
absent from a class or arrive too late, the recorded homework quiz grade will be a zero. 
If you are significantly late, or absent more than twice, that will appreciably affect your 
participation grade. The lowest homework quiz score will be dropped.  

One extra-credit assignment (5%). Students who (1) meet with a study group of three 
people or more both weeks in the first two weeks to discuss the content, and (2) visit the 
economics department tutoring for a real session about the course material within the 
first two weeks (possibly, not necessarily with a group), will get 5% extra credit. To 
receive credit, students must (a) ensure ONE of the members of your group emails a 
selfie of everyone who attended on the day of each of the meetings of your study group 
with the names of the people in the photo who attended to ahumphr5@gmu.edu AND 
(b) have the economics department tutor sign the “I attended the tutor” form and attest 
you were an active learner. The form can be found in the Dropbox folder. 

The grading scale for the class is as follows: 
 
A+ 100-97 B 86-83 C- 72-70 
A 96-93 B- 82-80 D 69-60 
A- 92-90 C+ 79-77 F 59-0 
B+ 89-87 C 76-73   
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MISCELLANEOUS INFORMATION 

Syllabus Questions Policy: I will respond to questions about the course only if the 
student refers to the relevant section of the syllabus and why it does not answer his or 
her question. This will help me improve the syllabus, when appropriate, and economize 
on my time, when the question can be answered by reading the syllabus.  

Communication and Class Updates: I will need to update students on class activities 
and assignments. I will be emailing students at their GMU email address. Students are 
responsible for checking this email regularly. Please also send all official 
communications to me via your GMU email address.  
 
Econ Department Tutoring Hours: Economics tutoring is available in Buchanan Hall, 
room D166 for zero monetary price at the point of use,  
 

o Mondays  1pm–7pm  
o Tuesdays  1pm–4pm 
o Wednesdays 1pm–7pm 
o Thursdays  1pm–4pm 

Study group rooms: Study groups can reserve study rooms in the university here: 
https://library.gmu.edu/use/study-rooms  

Disability Services: If you are a student with a disability and you need academic 
accommodations, please see me as early as possible, and contact Disability Services at 
703-993-2474. All academic accommodations must be arranged through that office. 

Academic Integrity: It is expected that students adhere to the George Mason 
University Honor Code as it relates to integrity regarding coursework and grades.  The 
Honor Code reads as follows:  

“To promote a stronger sense of mutual responsibility, respect, trust, and fairness 
among all members of the George Mason University community and with the 
desire for greater academic and personal achievement, we, the student members 
of the University Community have set forth this: Student members of the George 
Mason University community pledge not to cheat, plagiarize, steal and/or lie in 
matters related to academic work.”   

More information about the Honor Code, including definitions of cheating, lying, and 
plagiarism, can be found at the Office of Academic Integrity website at 
https://oai.gmu.edu/   
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TENTATIVE SCHEDULE OF TOPICS 
 
Use the Dropbox folder to find an up-to-date schedule of assignments and PDFs of 
readings, when relevant. 
 
https://www.dropbox.com/sh/zgtsgp08wfnyw3b/AAAd69OygwW8AK5f61aTImEca?dl=0  
 
Week Dates Topic Dialogue Readings 
1 27-Aug 

 
Introductions & Inspirations; Learning how to 
learn; Human Action 

Adler on Art of Reading; 
Mises on Prerequisites of 
HA 

2 3-Sep 
Scarcity, Opportunity Costs, Budget Lines, PPFs Menger & Mises on 

Scarcity 

3 10-Sep 

Indifference Curves, Geometry of Constrained 
Optimization, Law of Demand, income & 
substitution effects 

Mises: “Natural Sciences 
v. Social Science” 

4 17-Sep 
Gains from Trade, Comparative Advantage, 
barriers to trade 

A. Smith on Division of 
Labor 

5 24-Sep 

Prices, Supply & Demand, consumer & producer 
surplus, price controls, taxes, subsidies, 
deadweight loss 

Hayek, “The Use of 
Knowledge in Society” 

6 1-Oct 
Transactions costs, middlemen, institutions Coase: “The Nature of 

the Firm” 

7           8-Oct 

MIDTERM 1 + dialogue Mises on economic 
calculation & “Profit 
Management” 

No class 15-Oct FALL BREAK  

8 22-Oct 

The business firm, cost curves, price taking, 
profit maximization under perfect competition 

Demsetz: “The Exchange 
and Enforcement of 
Property Rights” 

9 29-Oct 
Price searching, profit maximization under 
monopoly 

Coase: “The Problem of 
Social Cost” 

10 5-Nov 

Barriers to entry, economic rents, cartels, 
predatory pricing, competition as a discovery 
procedure 

Tullock: "Welfare Costs of 
Tariffs, Monopolies, and 
Theft" 

11 12-Nov 

Monopoly & economic efficiency, competition for 
the field, regulating monopolies 

Alchien & Kessel: 
"Competition, Monopoly 
and the Pursuit of Money 

12 19-Nov 

Price discrimination, externalities, private goods, 
public goods, club goods, common goods, 
exclusion, free riding, & open access orders 

Demsetz: "Toward a 
Theory of Property 
Rights" 

13           26-Nov 

MIDTERM 2 + dialogue Bastiat:"Abundance vs. 
Scarcity" & "A Petition"; 
Yandle: "Bootleggers and 
Baptists in Retrospect" 

No class  
11/27-

12/1 
THANKSGIVING BREAK  

14 3-Dec 
Interest rates & capital values Tullock: "The Transitional 

Gains Trap" 

Review TBD 
Optional Review session (weekend)  

Final  17-Dec FINAL EXAM (7:30-10:15pm)  
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