
Dauntsey’s

compile a list of 12 books to read during 

one’s seven years at Dauntsey’s. It’s not quite 

Mark Zuckerberg’s one every two weeks, or 

Bill Gates’ 50 a year, but it’s a start.

So, the English Department set ourselves the 

task of agreeing on the 12 books that we would 

recommend that pupils read independently 

(as well as the ones that we are going to 

study in class) during their time at Dauntsey’s. 

We were fools. There are ten of us, who find 

it hard to agree about things like semi-colons. 

So, having failed at that impossible task,  

we limited our ambition and tried to agree 

on 12 books that we would like pupils  

to have not not read during their time at 

Dauntsey’s. The discussions were slightly less 

acrimonious, and we did eventually agree.

English teachers are asked 

one question more often 

than any other by anxious 

parents: “Can you help to 

get my child reading 

again? They used to read 

all the time, but recently…” 

The timing varies, but it usually happens at 

some point in the Lower School and blame  

is usually targeted at smartphones, friends, 

or Netflix. The fact is that the image of the 

teenage bookworm is a bit of a myth. A  

few lucky teens make the time to read a  

lot; some go to the library and curl up on  

a beanbag during Long Break; some have  

to be asked to put their book down at the 

dinner table; one or two might even read 

with a torch under the covers long past their 

bedtime. But I suspect that not many ever 

have. I suspect that reading less when you 

are 14 than you did when you were 9 is 

quite normal and not something to be too 

worried about.

What we hope for at Dauntsey’s is that our 

pupils will carry on reading: not a lot, but just 

a little. Of course, in the English Department, 

we have a soft spot for those who are fanatical 

about it and are always happy to hear about 

their latest discoveries. The majority, though, 

we hope will not break the reading habit 

completely. Keeping a book beside your bed 

to read for 10 minutes before lights out, 

regularly reading the sports pages of a daily 

newspaper, or even just getting a weekly fix 

of a columnist like Caitlin Moran is enough 

to keep the reading flame alive.

To help with the idea of keeping a book 

beside the bed, we thought that we would 
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There is a mixture of fiction and non-fiction 

and even a collection of poetry by the 

current Poet Laureate. Publishing for young 

people is a booming industry at the moment 

and excellent novels are published every 

month. Therefore, most reading lists have  

to be updated on a regular basis. We have 

tried to go for books that have been around 

for a little while and still stand up to scrutiny. 

However, only one or two of them are what 

might be described as “classics”. The list is in 

roughly the order that we would recommend 

reading them: number one is a great novel 

to read when you are in the First Form; 

number 12, pretty essential for a Sixth 

Former. However, we feel that they are all 

suitable for all ages.

Keeping a book beside your bed…  
Dauntsey’s Dozen are 12 books the English  
Department would like pupils to have read  
independently during their time at Dauntsey’s 
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I AM MALALA:  
The Story of the Girl who stood  

up for Education and was shot by  

the Taliban

Malala Yousafzai

Malala’s story is well-known: shot by people 

who were opposed to the idea of girls 

attending school, she recovered and went  

on to not only return to school but to 

become a campaigner for education 

throughout the world. This memoir discusses 

questions of identity and nationality and is  

a great way to start thinking about some  

of the world’s more complex questions.

THE WOLF WILDER
Katherine Rundell

Katherine Rundell, like Frances Hardinge 

below, is a very exciting writer. Her novels are 

beautifully written, ambitious, often magical 

and loved by her readers. She is an excellent 

journalist too, with an outstanding online 

archive of reviews and nature writing. This 

novel is set in Russia and a wolf wilder is the 

opposite of a wolf tamer. It develops from there.

CUCKOO SONG
Francis Hardinge

Cuckoo Song is a few years old now and 

Hardinge has written some amazing novels 

since. Those of you aiming to read more than 

12 books in seven years could make a worse 

start than reading all the novels written by 

Rundell and Hardinge. This is a weird tale, 

set in 1920s England, full of references to 

early jazz music and cinema, but, most 

importantly, it’s about a little girl whose doll 

starts to talk to her.

NOUGHTS AND CROSSES
Malorie Blackman

I haven’t yet met anyone who did not love 

reading this novel. It deals with adult themes 

of racism and teenage self-harm but opens 

the discussion of those themes in a sensitive 

and provocative style. Blackman has received 

an OBE for services to children’s literature 

and was for a while the Children’s Laureate.

NOTES FROM A SMALL ISLAND
Bill Bryson

This is the sort of book that makes people 

laugh out loud while reading on the train. 

Bill Bryson is American and lived in Britain  

for many years. This is the book he wrote 

about Great Britain as he found it in the 

1990s. Not much has changed really.

THE CURIOUS INCIDENT OF THE 
DOG IN THE NIGHT-TIME
Mark Haddon

The narrator of this detective novel, 

Christopher, is autistic. He doesn’t see  

the world as most others do. The events of 

the novel take him out of his comfort zone 

and challenge him in unexpected ways. 

Readers are divided over its overall quality, 

but everyone agrees that it is a pacy, original 

story, with some really engaging characters.

KID
Simon Armitage

Armitage is the current Poet Laureate. This  

is one of his earliest collections and, we 

think, his most successful. Reading a poetry 

collection is quite an unusual thing to do but 

can be hugely rewarding. Keep this by your 

bed and read the odd poem every now and 

again. Don’t be afraid to re-read poems that 

you like, or that you weren’t quite sure of 

first time through.

JANE EYRE
Charlotte Brontë

The only real “classic” on our list. Austen, 

Dickens and Hardy all have their place, but 

this is the one that we managed to agree 

that we had all enjoyed as teenagers 

ourselves, or at least that we knew plenty  

of teenagers who had loved it.

BLINK
Malcolm Gladwell

The market in pop psychology or self-help 

books is enormous. Esquire magazine says 

that this book “might just change your life”. 

The English Department believe that any 

book might just change your life, but this 

exploration of intuition and instinct, delivered 

in Gladwell’s compelling and engaging style, 

is as good a place to start as any.

THE HITCHHIKER’S GUIDE TO THE 
GALAXY
Douglas Adams

Never bettered as a piece of comic English 

writing. The story of Arthur Dent, who is 

rescued from Earth as it is destroyed to make 

way for a hyperspatial express route, is told 

with a measure of insanity and weirdness 

that has made this collection of novels one 

of the most popular to have ever been 

written. Don’t panic!

BRAVE NEW WORLD
Aldous Huxley

This is one of the very first novels in  

the dystopian genre that has taken  

over publishing in the last few years. 

Originally written in 1932, it still feels 

relevant today, exploring how control over 

reproduction and the use of psychological 

manipulation techniques create a terrifyingly 

‘perfect’ society.

A ROOM OF ONE’S OWN
Virginia Woolf

This is an extended essay about the role of 

women in the world. Woolf writes about 

women’s need for financial independence as 

well as the need for a room of their own in 

which to write. Her argument expands to 

explore women’s education and their roles in 

history and literature. Sixth formers trying to 

find an essay-style can learn a lot here.

Our list of a dozen books is not meant  
to be exhaustive. We hope that there is 
enough variety here to please everyone. 
Any of the titles above could be seen as 
a starting point for a whole journey in 
literature that could lead who knows 
where. We hope that you enjoy them.
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