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Economics is the study of how scare resources are allocated to produce the goods and services that society wants. Thus economists have an important role to play in education research, providing insights into how best to allocate scarce public resources and improving our understanding of how education is best produced, as well as quantifying the economic (and non economic) benefits of education
. 
In recent decades many economic concepts have become mainstream thinking in education research. For example, we now routinely talk of ‘human capital’, derived from the theory of human capital proposed by Gary Becker (1964). Human Capital theory hypothesizes that individuals invest in education to gain some kind of economic (and non economic) benefit or ‘return’ and, despite its critics (Blaug, 1978), it has endured. In education research there is also a growing (critical) acceptance of the relevance of another set of even more fundamental economic concepts: supply, demand, markets and incentives (Le Grand, 1993; Dixit, 2002). Clearly many disagree vehemently with the notion that market principles should be applied to education and even more would point to the obvious drawbacks of markets in education (such as teaching to the test, and social stratification in schools to name but a few). Yet it is equally obvious that economic thinking is essential if we to understand some problems in education, such as the difficulties we face in teacher recruitment and retention. 
Economics has also contributed to the field of education research methodologically. Econometric techniques have developed hugely in the last 40 years and econometric methods of evaluating the impact of policy have had a particular fruitful application in the education sphere. As a result in the last decade the economics of education has had a resurgence applying such methods to key questions in education such as: what is the impact of class size on children’s educational achievement (e.g. Angrist and Lavy, 1999) or what has been the impact of a particular policy, such as the literacy hour (Machin and McNally, 2008)? 
Whilst economists do tend to focus on issues of efficiency, such as the return to education, they have also contributed to education research on issues of equity (Le Grand, 1991). Alongside sociologists, economists have been influential in highlighting the continued relative socio-economic immobility in UK society (Blanden et al, 2005; Blanden et al, 2007, 2008; Ermisch and Nicoletti, 2007; Eriksson and Goldthorpe, 2008). This work is particularly important as it highlights the unpalatable truth that the expansion of education that has occurred in the post-war period has benefited individuals from higher socio-economic backgrounds disproportionately and tended to cement existing inequalities. 
The contribution of economics to education is unarguable. The current popularity of the economics of education is partially linked to improvements in quantitative methods and the availability of better data but is also down to the growing demand from policymakers for quantitative evidence on pressing problems in education. That said, the language and methods of economics often alienates other education researchers and it is true to say that the economics of education has developed in parallel with quantitative education research rather than being integrated with it. The most pressing challenge in the economics of education field is therefore to bridge the large gap between economists and other education researchers so that inter-disciplinary and indeed mixed method research can become more widespread.
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� See Machin and Vignoles (2005) for an overview of economics of education in the UK context.
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