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1. Course Description 
 

Economics is the science of choice. In this course, we will explore how the economic way of 

thinking applies to various environmental issues. A variety of policies have been proposed for 

dealing with these issues, and this course will help you assess the consequences, costs, and 

benefits of these policies.  

 

The economic way of thinking applies to human behavior across a wide range of domains, not 

just environmental issues. The tools you learn in this course will enhance your understanding of 

environmental issues, but they are also useful for understanding society writ large. 

 

NOTE: Diversity is one of GMU’s core values. This class will support a diversity of 

perspectives, so please remember to be respectful of other people’s opinions and observations. 

 

2. Required Materials 
 

Terry L. Anderson and Donald R. Leal. 2015. Free Market Environmentalism for the Next 

Generation. New York: Palgrave Macmillan.  

(NOTE: I will supply the electronic copy of the book on Blackboard, so there is no need to 

purchase the paper copy, unless you want to have one) 

 

Additionally, short readings/videos/podcasts will be assigned during the semester as supplements 

to the main textbook, but these will be accessible online or on Blackboard. The links to the 

readings/videos/podcasts are listed in the schedule later in this syllabus. 

 

3. Composition of Course Grade 
 

Course grade consists of the following: 

 

Class Discussions:                                            10% 

Current Event Writing Assignments:                      30% 

Midterm Exam:           30% 

Final Paper and Presentation:         30% 

 



Grading will be done according to the general grading scale:  

 

97 - 100: A+ 

93 - 96: A 

90 - 92: A- 

87 - 89: B+ 

83 - 86: B 

80 - 82: B- 

77 - 79: C+ 

73 - 76: C 

70 - 72: C- 

60 - 69: D 

59 and below: F 

 

Grades will be rounded to the nearest whole number. For example, an 89.5 will be rounded to a 

90. 

 

3.1. Class Discussions 
 

Class discussions will begin starting August 24th. The discussions are meant to demonstrate your 

engagement with the readings as listed below. Come to class prepared to discuss the readings 

that are listed for each day in the scheduled outline of course events. For example, there is one 

reading listed on August 24th. The class discussion on August 24th will pertain to that reading. 

The discussion will be partly organic and partly me calling on different students for comments.  

 

If it becomes apparent the majority of the class is not reading the material, written quizzes 

will replace the discussion at the beginning of class.  

 

3.2. Current Event Writing Assignments  
 

You are assigned to write two current event papers in the semester. The purpose of these is for 

you to apply the economic way of thinking to a current event on an environmental topic. They 

are also a chance for you to share your opinion that is informed by economic thinking. Grades 

will not be based on your opinion, but will be based on your ability to persuasively use the 

economic way of thinking to demonstrate why your opinion is valid. Using the economic way of 

thinking does not mean that writing has to be boring. One current event paper is due at the 

beginning of class on October 26th, and the other is due at the beginning of class on November 

16th. These will be uploaded to Blackboard. 

 

More specific instructions and a rubric for the writing assignments will be made available early 

in the semester. The instructions/rubric will allow students to know what is expected in the 

assignments and how they are going to be graded. No late writing assignments will be 

accepted, so please be proactive and manage your time accordingly. 

 

 

 



3.3. Midterm Exam 
 

The purpose of the midterm exam is to demonstrate an understanding of the economic principles 

that have been taught to that point. The exam will consist of short-answer questions and essay 

questions. The topics covered on the test will be based on the readings and the class 

lecture/discussion. No cell phones, computers, or other devices that can connect to the internet 

are allowed to be used during exams. Make-up midterm exams will only be given to students 

who contact me about an emergency before the exam. 

 

3.4. Final Paper and Presentation 
 

The purpose of the final paper and presentation is for you to demonstrate your comprehension of 

economic principles as applied to an environmental topic. The paper must be 8 pages long 

(excluding references) in a double-spaced format. The paper is due December 7th at 1:30 pm.  

During the final exam time, you will give a brief presentation of your paper and we will discuss 

as a class. Please note that, if you wish so, you could write a paper and make a presentation in a 

group of no more than 3-4 people, but everyone will receive the same grade. 

 

4. Tentative Class Schedule 

 
Week 1 – Introduction to Economics 

 

August 22 – Introduction and the Economic Way of Thinking 

 

August 24 - Basic Economic Principles - Rational Choice and Incentives 

• Applied Mainline Economics, “Chapter 2 The Core Themes of Mainline Economics” by 

Matthew Mitchell and Peter Boettke (pgs. 20-28) 

https://ppe.mercatus.org/system/files/appliedmainline_fulltext.pdf 

 

• Optional: “Incentives Matter” By Russell Roberts 

https://www.econlib.org/library/Columns/y2006/Robertsincentives.html 

 

Week 2 – Basic Economic Principles  

 

August 29 – Basic Economic Principles - Market Process and Institutions 

• I, Pencil: The Movie (6:32) 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IYO3tOqDISE 

• I, Pencil Extended Commentary: Spontaneous Order (4:03) 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yFeGNX06Zmk 

 

• Optional: Applied Mainline Economics, “Chapter 3 Market Process Economics” by 

Matthew Mitchell and Peter Boettke (pg. 32-42) 

https://ppe.mercatus.org/system/files/appliedmainline_fulltext.pdf 

• Optional: Applied Mainline Economics, “Chapter 4 Institutions and Culture” by Matthew 

Mitchell and Peter Boettke (pg. 50 – 64) 



https://ppe.mercatus.org/system/files/appliedmainline_fulltext.pdf 

 

August 31 – Supply and Demand 

• “The Demand Curve,” Marginal Revolution University video (3:30) 

https://mru.org/courses/principles-economics-microeconomics/demand-curve-shifts-

definition 

• “The Supply Curve,” Marginal Revolution University video (2:54) 

https://mru.org/courses/principles-economics-microeconomics/supply-curve-definition-

example 

• Find a news article from the last ten days dealing with an environmental topic. Be 

prepared to share the title and the general issue being discussed. 

 

Week 3 – Basic Economic Principles 

 

September 5 – LABOR DAY – NO CLASS 

 

September 7 – Knowledge, Prices, Intervention 

• “Big Government Cheese” (20 minutes) https://www.npr.org/2021/05/21/999144678/big-

government-cheese-classic 

• “Hayek on the Use of Knowledge in Society” – Marginal Revolution University Video 

(5:08) https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-gi2_1Vsmf4 

• “Unintended Consequences” By Rob Norton 

https://www.econlib.org/library/Enc/UnintendedConsequences.html 

• “Price Ceilings: The US Economy Flounders in the 1970s” Marginal Revolution 

University video (3:49) https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sq1zIj8s8R0 

 

• Optional: “What is Seen and What is Not Seen” 

https://www.econlib.org/library/Bastiat/basEss.html?chapter_num=4#book-reader 

 

Week 4 – Basic Economic Principles – Opportunity Cost and Property Rights 

 

September 12 – Opportunity Cost, Property Rights, Coase Theorem 

• “Marginalism” By Steven E. Rhoads 

https://www.econlib.org/library/Enc/Marginalism.html 

• “Opportunity Costs: The Broken Window” 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HR2mxZX1B9w 

 
September 14 – Property Rights 

• Boettke, Peter J. and Candela, Rosolino, Development and Property Rights (August 9, 

2014). In Alain Marciano and Giovanni Battista Ramello, eds. Encyclopedia on Law and 

Economics. Springer, 2014. (9 pages) 

https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=2478167 

• “The Coase Theorem:” https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=00HPak2RLlQ 

 



• Optional: “The Role of Property Rights As An Institution: Implications for Development 

Policy” by Karol Boudreaux 

https://www.mercatus.org/system/files/Property%20Rights.pdf 

 

Week 5 – Private vs Public Sphere 

 

September 19 – Private and Public Sphere 

• Applied Mainline Economics, “Chapter 5 The Political Process” by Matthew Mitchell 

and Peter Boettke (pg. 70-79) 

https://ppe.mercatus.org/system/files/appliedmainline_fulltext.pdf 

 

September 21 – Public Choice Economics 

• “Waste Land” NPR Planet Money Podcast (24 minutes) 

https://www.npr.org/2020/09/11/912150085/waste-land 

• Virginia School of Political Economy I: An Introduction to Public Choice.” (8:16) 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continue=54&v=4XsR82AUBIc 

 

Week 6  – What Are Environmental Problems?  

 

September 26 – What are environmental problems? 

• Free Market Environmentalism (FME) Chapter 1 
• Find a recent news article about an environmental issue. Be prepared to share a general 

synopsis of what the issue is and who is involved. We will discuss in class how the issue 

relates to some of the topics we have discussed. 

 
September 28 – Environmental Economics 

• “Terry Anderson on the Environment and Property Rights,” EconTalk podcast, (about an 

hour) http://www.econtalk.org/terry-anderson-on-the-environment-and-property-rights/ 

 
Week 7 – Midterm 

 

October 3 – Midterm Exam Review 

 

October 5 – MIDTERM EXAM 

 
Week 8 – Ecology and Society Are Dynamic 

 

October 11 – CLASS MOVED TO TUESDAY PER UNIVERSITY SCHEDULE 

• FME Chapter 2 

 

October 12 – The Zoo Economy 

• NPR Planet Money “The Zoo Economy” (17 min) 

https://www.npr.org/transcripts/493295430 

• Saving African Rhinos: A Market Success Story 

 



• Optional: Private Property Rights to Wildlife: The Southern African Experiment 

 
Week 9 – Property Rights 

 

October 17 – Who Owns the Environment? 

• FME Chapter 3 

 

October 19 – This Land is Whose Land?  

• FME Chapter 4 

 

Week 10 – Public Lands, Public Problems 

 

October 24  

• “Is Yellowstone National Park In Danger Of Being 'Loved To Death'?” NPR from April 

18, 2016, https://www.npr.org/2016/04/18/474658536/is-yellowstone-national-park-in-

danger-of-being-loved-to-death 

 

October 26  - Prospecting for Energy and the Environment 

• “FME Chapter 5 

• 1st Current Event Paper Due. Submit on Blackboard by 1:30 pm. 

 

Week 11 – What to Do About Energy? 

 

October 31 

• “Regulating Monopolies: A History of Electricity Regulation” by Lynne Kiesling in 

conjunction with Learn Liberty 

http://www.learnliberty.org/videos/regulatingmonopolies-history-electricity-regulation/ 

 

November 2 

• FME Chapter 6 

• “David Zetland on Water,” EconTalk podcast 

http://www.econtalk.org/david-zetlandon-water/ 

 

Week 12 – Water Scarcity and Water Markets 

 

November 7 

• FME Chapter 7 

• “The Tragedy of the Commons” - Marginal Revolution University video, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bs2P0wRod8U 

 

November 9 – Overpopulation 

• “Julian Simon Was Right”  

https://www.cato.org/publications/economic-development-bulletin/julian-simon-was-

right-half-century-population-growth 

• “Deconstructing the Population Bomb”  



https://www.perc.org/2009/09/10/deconstructing-the-population-bomb/ 

• Is Population A Problem?  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MAVHcOIGq0Q 

 

Week 13 – Overpopulation and Environmental Justice 

 

November 14  

• FME Chapter 8 

• “Bloomington School of Political Economy III: The Continuing Relevance of 

Institutional Analysis,” Mercatus Center at George Mason University. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continue=557&v=TTK1bAIO7MQ 

 

November 16  

• FME Chapter 9 

• “Your Next High-End Safari Destination: The Plains of Montana,” Brad Wieners. 

Bloomberg.  

https://www.bloomberg.com/features/2016-american-prairie-reserve/ 

 
Week 14 – Thanksgiving Break 

 

November 21 – Class Cancelled  

 

November 23 – Thanksgiving break – No class 

 

Week 15 – Private and Collective Solutions 

 

November 28  

• FME Chapter 10 

 

November 30 

• “Dr. Robert Bullard: Environmental Justice is Equal Justice” (21:04) 

https://brokengroundpodcast.org 

• 2nd Current Event Paper Due. Submit on Blackboard by 1:30 pm. 

 

 

Week 16 – Final Exam Week 

 

Wednesday, December 7, 1.30PM – 4.15PM 

• Final Paper due at 1:30 pm on Blackboard. 

• Final Presentations will happen during the final exam time 

 

 

 

 

 

 



5. Electronic Devices 

 
Phones and Laptops are permitted for note-taking or accessing class materials. Use of these 

devices for other purposes is prohibited and may negatively affect your participation grade. 

Recording of the lectures is permitted, unless any student objects. 

 
6. Honor Code 

 

The George Mason University Honor Code is 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 for this Honor Code: Student Members of the George Mason University community pledge 

not to cheat, plagiarize, steal, or lie in matters related to academic work. 

 

I expect each of you to abide by this code. Any student suspected of any violation will be 

reported to the Office of Academic Integrity.  

 

7. Disability Accommodation 
 

Disability Services at George Mason University is committed to providing equitable access to 

learning opportunities for all students by upholding the laws that ensure equal treatment of 

people with disabilities. If you are seeking accommodations for this class, please first visit 

http://ds.gmu.edu/ for detailed information about the Disability Services registration process. 

Then please discuss your approved accommodations with me. Disability Services is located in 

Student Union Building I (SUB I), Suite 2500. Email:ods@gmu.edu | Phone: (703) 993-2474.  


