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The Reading Agency’s Books of the Year Booklist  

At The Reading Agency, we have read a lot of brilliant books over the past year; books that have 

made us laugh, cry and left us with a lot to discuss. Members of our team have picked the books that 

have stood out for them this year and shared a few words on why they loved it. We hope you find 

some inspiration for your next read, or perhaps spot a few titles you have enjoyed yourself! Tell us 

on social media by tagging @readingagency and using #BooksOfTheYear. You can also find the 

booklists on our Bookshop.org page (Children’s and Young People page | Adult page) where you can 

buy discounted books and any purchase support The Reading Agency. 

Children 

 

Blow a Kiss, Catch a Kiss: Poems to share with little ones by Joseph Coelho and Nicola Killen 

(Andersen Press), 978-1839131363 

“Poetry and rhyme is a great way to share the joy of reading together. This book is filled with forty-

four fun poems with lots of beautiful illustrations, so children (and adults) love reading it.” Kimberley, 

Reading Partners 

The Wild Book by Juan Villoro (Hope Road), 978-1916467101 

“A magical tale of a boy’s hunt for a mysterious book that’s waiting to be ‘caught’ by one with the 

ability to understand it's true meaning. A must read for anyone who believes in the transformative 

power of books! A future classic.” Kelly, Adult Reading 

Cheesed Off! by Jake Hope and Genevieve Aspinall (UCLan Publishing), 978-1912979745 

“A charming picture book that pulls the reader into the world of the cheese-obsessed mice. 

Genevieve’s colourful illustrations work perfectly with Jake’s words to create a story that can be 

enjoyed in bigger groups for read-aloud story-time or between parent and child at bedtime. The 

repetition is particularly good for encouraging less confident readers.” Chris, Reading Partners 

https://twitter.com/readingagency
https://uk.bookshop.org/lists/the-reading-agency-s-books-of-the-year-for-children-and-young-people
https://uk.bookshop.org/lists/the-reading-agency-s-adult-books-of-the-year
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Flooded by Mariajo Ilustrajo (Frances Lincoln Publishers Ltd), 978-0711276765 

“This is a delightfully illustrated book highlighting the power of community. Animals have to work 

together to save their city from a flood. The message is not to let problems linger and that if we come 

together, we can overcome problems that feel insurmountable.” Debbie, Creative Director  

Beyond the Frozen Horizon by Nicola Penfold (Stripes Publishing), 978-1788954471 

“It is a thought-provoking story and introduces important environmental and conservation issues, 

against a backdrop of the natural landscape and how humans interact with it.” Eve, Digital 

Engagement  

Small's Big Dream by Manjeet Mann and Amanda Quartey (HarperCollins Publishers), 978-

0008501099 

“A lyrical and empowering picture book about the importance of dreaming big that will inspire any 

child reading it.” Emma, Skills and Engagement  

The Book of Stolen Dreams by David Farr and Kristina Kister (Usborne), 978-1801315135 

“Two children go on a magical and thrilling quest to find the missing page of an invaluable book and 

stop a calculating villain from claiming untrammelled power.” Kathleen, Reading Partners 

Tyger by SF Said and Dave McKean (David Fickling Books), 978-1788452830 

“An ambitious, bold tour-de-force set in an alternative London where the British Empire has not 

ended.  Following the lives of Adam and Zadie as they try to protect the mysterious Tyger that they 

have found and learning more about the spirit of freedom and imagination that courses through 

them making them who they are. Lyrical writing and a lithe exploration of both Middle Eastern and 

Western tradition, together with meticulous world-building makes this a highly distinctive and 

immersive fantasy novel that leaves a lasting impression on the minds of readers.” Jake, Consultant 

While the Storm Rages by Phil Earle (Andersen Press), 978-1839132056 

“There is a real heart and life to this story and he manages to make it both heart-warming and heart-

breaking.” Jack, Campaigns  

Wonders of the Night Sky by Raman Prinja and Jan Bielecki (Wayland), 978-1526312181 

“It is a really beautiful book and a great intro into astronomy with sweet stargazing tips.” Olwen, 

Skills and Engagement 
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Young adult 

 

Café Con Lychee by Emery Lee (QuilTreeBk), 978-0063210271 

“This is a fun and humorous book with a queer enemies-to-lovers tale.” Karen, Radio 2 Book Club 

Ellie Pillai Is Brown by Christine Pillainayagam (Faber & Faber), 978-0571366910 

“As a lover of music and reading I enjoyed escaping into this story. It’s funny and heart wrenching in 

places.” Kimberley, Reading Partners 

Frankie’s World by Aoife Dooley (Scholastic), 978-0702307355 

“Such a fun and relatable graphic novel about Frankie’s experience of autism, school, bullies, and 

learning who she is. Frankie’s World is full of heart, humour, and is a great reminder to just be 

yourself.” Amy, Reading and Health 

Gallant by V.E Schwab (Titan Books), 978-1785658686 

“The perfect blend of eerie suspense, dark intrigue and traditional gothic horror - perfect for young 

adults and adults alike.” Kelly, Adult Reading 

Her Dark Wings by Melinda Salisbury (David Fickling Books), 978-1788452137 

“This is a contemporary version of the Persephone myth, unexpectedly dark in places and told with 

empathy and heart. Melinda Salisbury turns a well-known story into a real page-turner with a strong 

female lead, perfect for young adults.” Clare, Skills and Engagement 

Oxygen Mask by Jason Reynolds and Jason Griffin (Faber & Faber), 978-0571374748 

“A graphic novel that reflects on life during the pandemic, the loss of George Floyd and is a reminder 

that during these uncertain times, we can cling to the simple things to help us find hope. I also really 

liked the artwork.” Kimberley, Reading Partners 
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The First to Die at the End by Adam Silvera (Simon & Schuster Ltd), 978-1398519978 

“In this prequel to the international bestselling phenomenon of They Both Die at the End, two new 

strangers spend a life-changing day together and is a bittersweet page-turner.” Jack, Campaigns 

These Are the Words by Nikita Gill (Pan Macmillan), 978-1529083606 

“It’s a beautiful, feminist poetry collection with stunning imagery and metaphors that will surely 

inspire a new generation of girls to find their voice and discover the power within themselves.” Helen, 

Stakeholder Engagement 

The Notorious Scarlett and Browne by Jonathan Stroud (Walker Books), 978-1406394825 

“It is an exciting book with lots of adventure and twists and turns. I really enjoyed reading it because 

it kept me guessing what would happen next!” Teenage reviewer from Reading Partners 

When Shadows Fall by Sita Brahmachari and Natalie Sirett (Little Tiger Press), 978-1788954365 

“When Shadows Fall is an expertly weaved tale of grief and death told through multiple perspectives. 

The viewpoints of Kai, his friends, and the ravens, Rain and Bow, all feel distinct and fully realised as 

they draw upon a diverse mix of narrative forms. The world is crafted with precision and is so vivid 

that the locations themselves, like the bothy and the bunker, feel to be characters in their own rights. 

A must read.” Chris, Reading Partners 

Adult 

 

A Flicker in the Dark by Stacy Willingham (HarperCollins Publishers), 978-0008454487 

“If you love a twisty and menacing psychological thriller, this is the book for you. Skilfully crafted 

from start to finish. I could not put this book down!” Kelly, Adult Reading 
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A Heart That Works by Rob Delaney (Coronet), 978-1399710848 

“A powerful memoir that is an honest, sometime humorous and sometimes harrowing reflection on 

the loss of his son.” Carina, Research and Evaluation 

Best of Friends by Kamila Shamsie (Bloomsbury Publishing PLC), 978-1526647702 

“An intelligent and insightful exploration of female friendship and of power, in various forms. The 

story begins in Karachi in 1988 and follows its two main characters to London thirty years later.” 

Debbie, Creative Director 

Cold Coast by Robyn Mundy (Ultimo Press), 978-1761151637 

“It transports you to the beauty and harshness of Spitzbergen (Northern Norway) in the middle of 

winter. Great fictional story about the first female trapper (Wanny Woldstad), written from her 

perspective and the perspective of an Artic fox. I knew it was my favourite of the six I was reading 

when I had to read within the first 20 pages.” David, Finance and Operations 

Demon Copperhead by Barbara Kingsolver (Faber & Faber), 978-0571376469 

“Engaging and heart-breaking but heart-warming story about Demon, who shares his unforgettable 

journey through the perils of foster care, athletic success, addiction and disastrous loves in his quest 

to find himself. A tale of love, loss and everything in between. A stunning novel which will break and 

mend your heart in the way only the best fiction can.” Radio 2 Book Club Librarian 

Honey & Spice by Bolu Babalola (Headline), 978-1472286383 

“I loved this book – romance and a bit of drama took me back to my university days. I loved the 

characters and all of the different friendships and relationships. It was fun and enjoyable and so easy 

to read!” Kimberley, Reading Partners 

Lessons by Ian McEwan (Vintage Publishing), 978-1787333970 

“This is a great book that shows the way personal motivation and lives connect with the changes in 

our society and history. It begins when the world post Second World War and shows humanity 

through the prism of one man’s lifetime.” Bruce, Research and Evaluation 

Mad Honey by Jennifer Finney Boylan and Jodi Picoult (Hodder & Stoughton), 978-1473692459 

“A powerful court room drama about the death of a young girl, and her boyfriend accused of a 

terrible crime. Beyond that, it is a brilliant exploration of love, family, identity and challenging what 

we believe.” Karen, Radio 2 Book Club 

Moon Witch, Spider King by Marlon James (Hamish Hamilton), 978-0241314432 

“This is the second book in the series so I would suggest reading Black Leopard, Red Wolf first. This is 

a gripping fantasy that draws on a rich tradition of African mythology and chronicles the same events 

from the first book but telling a very different story - who will you believe?” Debbie, Commercial and 

Business Director  
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Our Missing Hearts by Celeste Ng (Abacus), 978-1408716915  

“It’s unsettling, thought-provoking and a frightening window to a potential future. It was full of tense 

nervous drama, heartbreak but also friendship and a hope that what Ng wrote about would never 

happen.” Radio 2 Book Club Librarian  

Regenesis: Feeding the World without Devouring the Planet by George Monbiot (Allen Lane), 978-

0241447642 

“It gives solutions to how we can feed the world with pioneering new science. It is passionately 

written, and despite the subject matter, the book is full of hope.” Olwen, Skills and Engagement  

Rising to the Surface by Lenny Henry (Faber & Faber), 978-0571368778 

“Growing up with Lenny Henry, I loved reading his reflections on his career as well as learning more 

about his life and his perception on the many highs and lows he has had.” Kimberley, Reading 

Partners 

Storyteller by Dave Grohl (Simon & Schuster UK), 978-1398503724 

“Written in lockdown and before the tragic passing of bandmate and world-renowned drummer 

Taylor Hawkins, the autobiographical book is a poignant, humorous and fascinating insight into to 

life of Foo Fighters front man and Nirvana drummer Dave Grohl. As a music fan who grew up 

listening and loving the Foo Fighters it was a brilliant read and made me like him even more - he 

literally is the nicest man in rock!” Hayley, Marketing and Communications 

there are more things by Yara Rodrigues Fowler (Fleet), 978-0349726748 

“This political novel follows the friendship of Melissa and Catarina, two new flatmates living in 

London. This story jumps from poetry to prose, from English to Portugese, across generations and 

continents and is full of familiar characters. I also love its beautiful cover!” Chloe, Business Support 

The Flames by Sophie Haydock (Transworld Publishers Ltd), 978-0857527622 

“A fascinating and cleverly woven historical fiction about the muses of the artist Egon Schiele.” 

Kathleen, Reading Partners 

The Marriage Portrait by Maggie O'Farrell (Tinder Press), 978-1472223845 

“Maggie O’Farrell transports you to Renaissance Florence and the story of a young woman forced 

into marriage. The writing is incredible and magical, and even people who don’t like historical fiction 

won’t be able to put it down.” Kathryn, National Reading Campaigns 

The Seven Moons of Maali Almeida by Shehan Karunatilaka (Sort of Books), 978-1908745903 

“This is a searing satire set amid the murderous mayhem of Sri Lanka beset by civil war Colombo, 

1990. It’s a unique telling of brutal and dark chapter in recent history.” Jack, Campaigns 

Our Share of Night by Mariana Enriquez (Granta Books), 978-1783786732 

“This creepy debut novel from Argentinian writer Mariana Enriquez is a haunting meander through a 

gothic landscape of shocking imagery and free-associative LGBTQ+ encounters. It spans the years 
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before and after Argentina’s military dictatorship, and horror fans will love it.” Helen, Stakeholder 

Engagement 

What A Mother’s Love Don’t Teach You by Sharma Taylor (Little, Brown Book Group), 978-

0349015514 

“A complex and nuanced story spanning multiple genres, crafted with empathy and ambition. 

Sharma Taylor completely immerses the reader in the heat of 1980s Jamaica, creating a novel that is 

poignant and bursting with life. An impressive debut – I found it impossible to tear myself away!” 

Clare, Skills and Engagement 

Young Mungo by Douglas Stuart (Picador), 978-1529068764 

“The story is ultimately filled with hope however it is at times brutal and intense. The 

characterisation is astounding.” Hannah, Reading and Health 

 

More about The Reading Agency  

The Reading Agency is a national charity that tackles life’s big challenges through the proven power 
of reading. We work closely with partners to develop and deliver programmes for people of all ages 
and backgrounds; our vision is for a world where everyone is reading their way to a better life.  
We help 1.9 million people benefit from reading every year, through our programmes, our tireless 

campaigning, our excellent networks and our power to influence, challenge and make change 

happen. 

 
Give the gift of reading this winter 
 
Reading is a source of support, inspiration and comfort in the most challenging of times. Reading has 
the power to bring us closer to others, connect with the people around us, keep us learning and help 
us to feel better.  
 
That’s why, this winter, The Reading Agency is taking part in the annual Big Give to raise funds for 
their #ReadOn campaign.  
 
From 29 November, for every £1 you donate a Quick Read will be gifted to someone who will benefit 
the most from reading this winter. Help spread the joy and power of reading by helping The Reading 
Agency reach their target of gifting at least 25,000 copies of the life changing Quick Reads titles to 
homeless communities across the UK.  
 

Give the gift of reading this winter. 

http://www.readingagency.org.uk/
https://bit.ly/3NKCJzH

