
 

Special Topics Program 

SPRING 2021 TOPICS 

History and Philosophy of Economics 

Students will be given a broad overview of the history of economics starting with Mercantilism and the pre -

Adamite era up to the 21st century. Half of each meeting will be lecture-style, the other half will be devoted to 

peer-driven discussion regarding the philosophy of economics and the primary and secondary source readings 

assigned each week. Over the course of the seminar, each student will select a philosophical question 

relevant to the modern status of economics and then develop a written stance on the issue. At the end of the 

semester, they will present and defend their thesis from critical questioning by their peers. Course work will be 

light, and no background in history, philosophy, or economics is required. There will be emphasis on the aims 

of cooperation, critical questioning, and inquisitiveness (and not necessarily heavy writing).  

 

Ancient Greek Philosophy Reading Group 

Students will engage in weekly discussion, debate, and textual interpretation of the works of the ancient Greek 

philosophers such as Plato and Aristotle. This group will require that students be able to think critically, 

creatively, and independently about a variety of philosophical problems, such as: What does it mean to live a 

good life? What is Justice? What is the true nature of reality? Having completed the program, students will 

have learned new analytical methods of thinking, which will be of use in every facet of life requiring critical 

thinking, including debate, politics, science, mathematics, and literature.  

 

Energy: History, Economics and Sustainability  

After what is expected to be a record-breaking year for climate-related disasters in the United States, climate 

change is as timely a topic as ever. In this course students will gain understanding of both traditional and 

alternative energy systems and their impact on our environment. Students will learn not only how these 

systems interact with our environment but their history, economics, and global perspectives. With guidance 

from mentors, students will research and compose their own version of a Green New Deal. Students will then 

present and defend their paper to the group (with possible guests from Texas Tech faculty in departments 

such as energy commerce and wind energy.) Students should expect to meet once a week for an hour or 

every other week for two hours. This is a reading and discussion group which will provide students with the 

opportunity to write and present a college level research paper. 
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Middle Eastern Politics 

Students will engage in important discussions revolving around Wahhabism, 9/11, and normative Islam vs 

Islamic fundamentalists. Historical events such as the Arab Spring, Israeli Palestinian conflict, refugee crisis, 

and more may be discussed. This is a seminar and expect to meet either 1 hour per week or every other week 

for 2 hours. 

 

Public Health in the Hispanic Community: A Story of Science, Culture, and Language 

Students will explore barriers to public health in Hispanic communities in the United States from different 

perspectives of public health, culture, language, and more. After choosing an area of interest within the topic, 

students will research, discuss, and work to brainstorm solutions to the public health problems facing the 

Hispanic community. The students’ work will culminate in a project of their own design that has a tangible 

impact on Hispanic health in their own community. Examples include a presentation to  local Health 

Department officials, a framework for a health resource translation system, a portfolio of translated community 

health resources, a comprehensive community education program, etc. Working with their mentors, the 

students will ultimately develop a deep understanding for the healthcare inequities affecting Hispanic 

Americans at every level and gain experience working in public health while leading the charge themselves.  

 

Science Writing 

Students will delve into a specific new discovery, topic, or interdisciplinary intersection of their choosing and 

write an exposé or informative article. For example, students could delve into the biological development of the 

COVID-19 vaccines and the ethics of distribution, the chemistry of solid-state lithium batteries and the future of 

the electric transportation industry, or the economics of SpaceX ’s Starlink satellite constellation and its impact 

on astronomical observation. The best paper will be submitted for possible publication in The STEM & Leaf 

Journal. Mentors will help students develop scientific insight and perspectives on their writing in this broad, 

project-based program for students interested in the sciences and humanities. 

 

Biotechnology Journal Club 

"The biggest innovations of the 21st century will be at the intersection of biology and technology. A new era is 

beginning.” This often-quoted statement made by Steve Jobs near the end of his life captures the precipice at 

which we stand. Dramatic changes to the quality of human life cannot be made without the development of 

new tools and it is in this light we will examine the new wrenches and scalpels - the living machines, the 

techniques for modifying biological systems, and the molecular mechanisms by which they work. Students wi ll 

review the latest publications in the fields of biomedical sciences, biotechnology, and biochemistry (especially 

those pertaining to interesting protocols that may have research, diagnostic, or treatment potentials). 

Participants will have the opportunity to formulate ideas, discuss their findings, present readings, and write 

reviews with the intent of publishing at least one article at the end of the semester. The estimated time 

commitment for this program is 1 to 2 hours per week for a group meeting and 3 to 4 hours per week for 

independent reading. The program will be led by a current Ph.D. student at the University of Texas at Austin 

who previously served as the president of The STEM & Leaf Corps. 
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Intelligent Investing: The Warren Buffett Way 

Students will learn to conduct research-based fundamental analysis and valuations of publicly traded 

companies. The course is a mix of instructor lectures, student presentations, and class discussions and 

debates. Students will learn to use many of the skills that investment management professionals use, including 

the ability to analyze financial reports. 

 

Modern Healthcare: Who Gets It? 

Students will explore healthcare inequities, disparities, and other barriers to accessible healthcare. Students 

will review scientific literature and consider the complex ethical, political, economic,  and social ramifications. 

Through discussion, reading, and writing, students will deepen their understanding of the complex US 

healthcare system and develop ideas of their own from a foundation of pragmatism, philosophy, and scientific 

reasoning and analysis. 

 

Music and Memory 

Students will explore the field of music as relates to memory, perception, and cognition. We will review the 

existing literature to explore ways in which music can affect memory, and then use these findings to determine 

ways in which music can effectively be used in education, advertising, therapy, or other fields. Participants will 

be encouraged to explore how this study relates to music of various cultures and would learn about how 

different aspects of music theory (melody, rhythm, harmony, etc.) effect the “memorability” of a given piece of 

music. This study will mostly be literature based but may be revised to include experimentation.  

 

Regional Academic Support Database 

Help is only relevant if you know where to find it. While there exists a multitude of organizations, clubs, 

associations, and groups dedicated to supporting academic success, often students and parents are unaware 

such entities exist. The goal of this project is to create a database of all academic support entities in the 

Panhandle region based on their area of service and construct a website/app to help students and parents 

locate resources near them. We are actively recruiting dedicated students with software development skills, 

interests in creating social good applications, or general eagerness to engage in a productive enterprise. The 

project will primarily involve independent work, but we will meet weekly for 1 hour to check-up on progress. No 

prior experience is required. The program will be led by a current Ph.D. student at the University of Texas at 

Austin who previously served as the president of The STEM & Leaf Corps. 


