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Abstract 
I examine the place of ‘The Star-Spangled Banner’ in U.S. musical culture, with special 
attention to the National Anthem Project, launched in 2005 by the National Association for 
Music Education (MENC) to ‘restore America's voice.’   Claiming that ‘nearly 2 in 3 
Americans don't know all the words to the 'Star Spangled Banner,'‘ MENC officials began a 
multifaceted mission to ensure familiarity with and performance of the anthem.  Further, they 
argued that school music education was key to the problem and to the solution, engaging 
music educators in an explicitly patriotic enterprise just as the country was becoming divided 
about the Iraq war. ‘The Star-Spangled Banner’ has had a controversial history.  Numerous 
attempts have been made to legislate aspects of its use, from replacing it, to mandating its 
language or key.  The song is criticized for its arcane language, its focus on the war and the 
flag (rather than on the country or its citizens), and especially for its musical difficulty. I 
investigate the underlying assertions of the National Anthem Project: that Americans don't 
know the anthem, that this lack of knowledge is a recent phenomenon, and that it can be 
traced to music education in the public schools. 
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The U.S national anthem, ‘The Star-Spangled Banner,’ appears regularly in the nation's news 

sources and weblogs.   Reporters document, and editorialists, bloggers and their audiences 

discuss, such phenomena as crowds booing or failing to stand for the anthem, athletes 

'disrespecting' the anthem,1 and musicians or members of the public taking excessive liberty 

in their renditions,2 failing to remember it,3 translating it to another language,4 or replacing it 

altogether.5  They further debate whether the anthem’s ideal key is G, A flat, or B flat,6 and 

whether some more worthy song –- ‘America,’ ‘America the Beautiful,’ ‘God Bless 

America,7 ‘God Bless The U.S.A., or ‘This Land Is Your Land’  -- ought to take its place.  

From time to time, the various controversies result in attempts at legislation.   During 

the heated debate in 2006 about the Spanish-language anthem version entitled ‘Nuestro 

Himno,’ conservative commentators rushed to connect what they saw as a usurpation of the 

anthem with a usurpation of culture and economy more generally.   

Not coincidentally, as Abril (2007) points out, this occurred during a national debate 

about immigration policy; commentator Michelle Malkin (2006) called ‘Nuestro Himno’ the 

‘Illegal Alien Anthem’ and Neal Boortz said ‘(t)hey have already published magazine articles 

in Mexico saying, Los Angeles is ours. Now our national anthem is theirs, also?’ (Zarrella, 

2006).   Government representatives hastened to mollify their ‘English only’ constituents with 

attempts at controlling performances of the anthem.  HR 793 was introduced on May 2, 2006, 

‘affirming that statements of national unity, including the National Anthem, should be recited 

or sung in English.’   More recently, Paul C. Broun of Georgia has introduced HR 6783 in 

2008 and HR 1621 in 2009, which, in addition to the above affirmation, proposes withholding 

of federal funds from ‘schools that permit or require the recitation of the Pledge of Allegiance 

or the national anthem in a language other than English,’ because, in part: 
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(t)he Government may, from time to time, take steps to reinforce national unity, 
including using its funding to promote national unity. The Government may also take 
steps to limit the use of its resources for purposes that may be seen as undercutting 
national unity or misrepresenting its support for those rituals that it believes are 
essential to promoting national unity 
 
 

Mocking what he called the ‘unbelievably stupid’ controversy, The Daily Show host Jon 

Stewart suggested that the second verse ‘would sound better in Spanish’ and proposed that the 

anthem’s ‘crappy’ additional verses be given to immigrants who are ‘willing to sing the 

verses Americans don’t want…’.8 

While passionately argued, most of these contributions to the national discussion 

about the anthem are fleeting, and most exist at the level of assertion rather than action.   In 

2005, however, a formal effort to address the state of ‘The Star-Spangled Banner’ emerged. 

 MENC: The National Association for Music Education, began a multi-year campaign to ‘re-

teach Americans the anthem’.9  The National Anthem Project, launched in March of 2005, 

followed the summer 2004 release by MENC of its CD-ROM Liberty For All: A Musical 

Journey a compilation introduced by Army General Tommy Franks (Ret.), and including ‘15 

stirring musical selections that build pride while enhancing the knowledge of America’s 

special place in history’ (MENC, 2004c).   

First Lady Laura Bush served as Honorary Chairperson for The National Anthem 

Project, and Jeep as the ‘national presenting sponsor;’ NAMM (formerly the National 

Association of Music Merchants10) was its ‘national music industry sponsor’ and the Oak 

Ridge Boys were the ‘official musical ambassadors’ of the project.  The dizzying list of 

associated sponsors and supporters included ASCAP, Gibson, FedEx, The American Legion, 

the Girl Scouts, The National Endowment for the Arts, The United States House of 

Representatives, The United States Department of Defense, the U.S. Conference of Mayors, 

The History Channel, the Association of School Business Officials International, the Christian 

Educators, the National Association of School Psychologists, the Association of Federal 
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Credit Unions, the Association of Appliance Manufacturers, and the Plumbing, Air 

Conditioning and Mechanical Contractors Association (MENC, 2005).  The National Anthem 

Project included road shows concerts, promotional events, the invention of National Anthem 

Day on September 14, and a grand finale, among other activities.11  In this paper, I explore 

this ambitious campaign, trying to understand its genesis, its life in the public realm, and its 

meaning.   

The recent controversies about the anthem referenced above are part of a surprisingly 

long history of national ambivalence about the anthem.  The very establishment on March 3, 

1931 of  ’The Star-Spangled Banner’ as the U.S. national anthem was itself preceded –and 

followed – by significant controversy.  Indeed, people were improving ‘The Star-Spangled 

Banner’ (usually by compressing its vocal range at the top end, sometimes also at the bottom 

end) and suggesting replacements for it before it was even approved.  In 1861, seventy years 

before the 1931 congressional resolution, Richard Grant White lamented: 

‘The Star-Spangled Banner’ had begun growing in favor in the loyal states from the 
beginning of the secession movement, and was played continually by all military and 
orchestral bands, and sung often at concerts and private gatherings.  But as a patriotic 
song, for the people at large, it was found to be almost useless.  The range of the air, an 
octave and a half, places it out of the compass of ordinary voices; and no change that 
has been made in it has succeeded in obviating this paramount objection, without 
depriving the music of that characteristic spirit...The words, too, are altogether unfitted 
for a national hymn. They are almost entirely descriptive, and of a particular event.  
Such lines as these [White quotes the second verse, mocked by Jon Stewart above] have 
not a sufficiently general application for a national hymn; they paint a picture; they do 
not embody a sentiment... (White, 1861, pp. 17-18.)  

 

Nor was White, having detailed these defects, quite done.  He went on to explain that the lines 

were ‘too long’ and the rhyme ‘too involved;’ they ‘tax(ed) the memory’ rather than aiding it.  

‘The rhythm, too, is complicated, and often harsh and vague.’  (White, 1861, p.18) Still, he 

reluctantly concluded, while ‘The Star-Spangled Banner’ is ‘...so utterly inadequate to the 

requirements of a national hymn that the people stood mute while in some instances it was 

sung by a single voice, or in most cases it was only played by a band, is yet far the best of the 



 Melinda Russell                                 Oh Say, You Can’t Sing:  The ‘Star-Spangled Banner’                                                354  

three songs, which, for lack of better, have until now been called American national airs’12 

(White, 1861, p.19). 

 ‘The Star-Spangled Banner’ nonetheless enjoyed increasingly official status 

through the ensuing decades.  Abril 13 (2007) summarizes,  ‘(t)he road to become officially 

sanctioned began in the late nineteenth-century (sic) when the SSB became a required 

component of ceremonies and performances of the armed forces.  However, in the first 

decades of the twentieth century, there were many who objected to its becoming the national 

anthem’ (Abril , 2007, p.71).    

 Such was the level of ambivalence that, 75 years before launching its ‘restoration’ of the 

national anthem, MENC’s predecessor, The Music Supervisors National Conference, passed a 

resolution addressed to Congress ‘vigorously opposing’ its adoption.’ Its reasons: 

The resolution calls attention to three facets in connection with this song:  that the 
approval of it as a national anthem would signify a unique endorsement of the song as 
embodying the ideals of our nation; the text largely the reflection of a single war-time 
event which cannot fully represent the spirit of a nation committed to peace and good 
will; that the music, while thrilling and effective when well sung on occasions of high 
patriotic fervor, is not suitable for frequent singing in school rooms and assemblages of 
many kinds where a national anthem is needed.  (Weaver 1930, p.11.) 

 

This nicely summarizes most of the main objections to ‘The Star-Spangled Banner’:  its focus 

on war, and its unsingability, the latter compounded by its arcane language.  Even its most 

ardent supporters concede that it is notoriously difficult to sing and to remember.  A simple 

search on YouTube yields dozens of stirring versions of the anthem, and dozens more poorly 

sung or ill-remembered variants, from high school students to presidential candidates. 14 

The National Anthem Project Website, tnap.org, now opens with an explanatory note 

in the center of the page, which dates the project as 2004-2007.   It reads, in part, ‘In response 

to a 2004 Harris Interactive survey that showed two out of three Americans didn't know the 

words to our national anthem, MENC: The National Association for Music Education created 

the ‘National Anthem Project: Restoring America's Voice’ campaign in March 2005 to re-
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teach the anthem while raising awareness of the importance of school music.’  For much of 

the period of The National Anthem Project, though, the website did not open with an 

explanation or rationale for the project,15 but rather seemed designed for a market already 

convinced of the problem.  On offer then as now were links to make donations, download 

sheet music, download form letters to legislators, and purchase such ‘awareness items’ as 

lapel pins, mugs, and bumper stickers.  

The introductory paragraph presents a taut history, in which MENC crafts a response 

to a survey result.  Additional history of the origins of The National Anthem Project can be 

pieced together through the press releases and periodic statements or progress reports in 

MENC’s Music Educators Journal.  Further, a ‘fact sheet’ on the project website, entitled 

‘Has America Lost Its Voice?’16 identified the central problem: a ‘shocking lack of 

knowledge of American historic songs’ (The National Anthem Project 2004).  As evidence, 

the sheet revealed that ‘nearly 2 in 3 Americans (61%) don’t know all the words to ‘The Star-

Spangled Banner,’ and of those who claim to know the words, 61% were caught in a 

(presumably unwitting) lie, following ‘whose broad stripes and bright stars’ with ‘were so 

gallantly streaming’ or ‘gave proof through the night’ instead of ‘through the perilous fight.’ 

 Americans ‘claim to be patriotic’ but are ‘(un)aware of U.S. History.’  And the ‘fact sheet’ 

also hinted at the answer to this dire situation: ‘School Music Programs Play Key Part.’   

 Before consideration of these ‘facts,’ I offer further history of the project which MENC 

initiated to address them.  

One of the first signs of MENC’s project as one focused on ‘The Star-Spangled 

Banner’ was published in the March 2004 issue of Music Educators Journal where a ‘News 

Flash’ featured a close-up color photo of a young, white girl wearing an American flag t-shirt 

and holding an American flag.  The text read: 
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MENC and the American Sportscasters Association are seeking funding from 
Congress in support of SingAmerica! – The National Anthem Project17 The purpose of 
this project, which is supported in Congress by House Concurrent Res. 262 is to offer 
music education – specifically, nationwide celebration and commemoration of the 
national anthem – that will renew young Americans’ sense of pride in the United 
States…’ (MENC, 2004a). 

 

H. Res. 262 commended MENC and urged Americans to participate because, among other 

reasons ‘… [patriotic song has] united Americans of all backgrounds through the history of 

the United States,’ and the national anthem in particular ‘holds a special place in the hearts 

and minds of the American people as a symbol of national unity, resolve, and willingness to 

sacrifice.’ 

In his last Music Educators Journal column as MENC President, in May 2004, Willie 

L. Hill, Jr. updated readers on the status of the SingAmerica project:  

[This National Anthem Project] program…seems to appeal to a broader public than 
we have ever been able to reach…We are building on the fact that only 39 percent of 
Americans can sing even the first verse of our national anthem.  A troubling statistic – 
especially in this day when we all need to come together – but illuminated further by 
the fact that three out of four Americans say that they learned what they know of the 
anthem in music class at school  (Hill, 2004).  

 
 
Then, in February 2005, just prior to the official launch of The National Anthem Project, as 

MENC published It Works for Me: The National Anthem and Other Patriotic Music in the 

Classroom, MENC president David Circle said:  

There is an expression, ‘If not me, who? If not now, when?’ MENC believes that 
when it comes to our country’s patriotic music, and particularly our national anthem, 
the answer to these questions is clear. Who will teach our nation and our children 
patriotic songs? Music teachers. When will they teach these songs? They are doing it 
now (MENC, 2005a). 

 

Finally, at the launch of the program in March 2005, MENC Executive Director John 

Mahlmann said the following:  ‘Today our country is calling on our music educators to 

restore America’s voice… We want to remind all Americans to cherish our national treasures 

and to celebrate our unity and our values in song’ (MENC, 2005c). 
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‘One goal of the campaign,’ read the MENC press release: 

… is to change the practice of Americans listening to a soloist perform the anthem, 
particularly at special events, and to encourage everyone to sing the anthem together. 
‘The official standards for our anthem specifically state that the song was meant to be 
sung together, but now many Americans don’t even know the words to the song or 
which song is the official anthem,’ said (John) Mahlmann. ‘Recent budget cuts to 
school music programs have silenced our nation, cutting off students from access to 
learning about our country’s historical traditions. Music in schools provides the 
platform for citizenship that stays with us for a lifetime (MENC, 2005c).   
 
 

Though all of these words were in service to the same project, the multiple actors each 

introduce their own nuances, suggesting variously that the project’s import lies in patriotism, 

unity, citizenship, or ‘cherishing.’  What the statements have in common is their promotion of 

music education, and this specific music education project, as the answer to the problem.  To 

convince its audience that the problem is real, MENC employs two primary assertions:  

Americans do not know the anthem.  But they used to.   

There is much to suggest that, in fact, Americans don’t know the anthem.18 Asked to 

sing it, the average person may stumble quickly, at most singing a single verse. Even some 

who ‘know’ it aren’t aware that they’re singing such mondegreens as ‘dawnzer lee light’, 

‘grapefruit through the night’, and ‘José can you see’.19  Plentiful footage exists of people 

failing to remember the anthem, even when they might have expected it ahead of time or 

were, in fact, paid to sing it.  Still, accurately answering the question of how well people 

know the anthem would require careful research.   The National Anthem Project literature and 

statements rely on the ‘Harris Interactive Survey’ to gauge the severity of the problem.  

Indeed, in their own words, they ‘build on,’ and craft programming ‘in response to’ this 

survey.  Only a more thorough review of documents reveals that the study was commissioned 

by them; that TNAP is responding to its own event, rather than one that just appeared on the 

horizon.20 
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The survey never appeared, to my knowledge, on the MENC or TNAP websites. A 

description of it appeared in one of the first press releases announcing The National Anthem 

Project.   It appears to have been administered online to over 2,000 adults.21 There is a bit of 

sleight of hand in the description, where a minimal margin of error associated with probability 

studies (though this is a non-probability study) is cited as a global margin of error for the 

entire survey (rather than for a particular question).   Since the survey apparently included 

multinomial and well as binomial questions, it is hard to assess its overall reliability.  But the 

language used to characterize the results, rather than employing caution, escalates in certitude, 

with this press release using the phrasing ‘…the survey showed that only 39 percent of 

Americans could complete the third line of the Star Spangled banner correctly...’ and Willie 

L. Hill, Jr., quoted above, calling it a ‘… fact that only 39% can sing the anthem’ (Hill, 2004).  

As the story was processed by the media, the certitude creep continued, with such headlines as 

‘Losing Their Voices: The Struggle for a Nation's Anthem and its People’ (N.A., 2005), ‘It's 

Become Perilous Fight To Get Anthem Lyrics Right’ (Blundo, 2005), and ‘Cuts in music 

education lead to need for National Anthem Project’ (Brasch, 2005). 

Survey respondents were apparently offered a ‘yes/no/not sure’ choice to the question 

‘Do you know all the words to the National Anthem?’    Many factors complicate the 

interpretation of this result.  First, some respondents are probably cognizant of the existence 

of other verses.  Others are almost surely not.  It’s possible that three people who know the 

entire first verse of the anthem could, in good faith, give three different answers –yes, no, and 

not sure – to the question ‘Do you know all the words to the National Anthem?’    Likewise, 

it’s possible that ‘yes’ could be answered by people with vastly different levels of familiarity, 

each with his own definition of ‘knowing.’  It’s noteworthy, too, that while the language of 

the campaign was largely about singing the anthem, the language of the survey is about 
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‘knowing the words.’  One wonders whether a question such as ‘Can you sing the national 

anthem?’ might have yielded different data. 

As confirmation of Americans’ ignorance of the anthem, the ‘Fact Sheet’ indicates 

that ‘of those who claim to know all the words, only 39 percent know what follows ‘whose 

broad stripes and bright stars.’ 34% answered ‘were so gallantly streaming,’ and 19% 

answered ‘gave proof through the night,’ rather than the correct answer, ‘through the perilous 

fight.’   This ‘proof’ of America’s ignorance is especially wanting, for a variety of reasons.  

First, and perhaps too pedantically, all of the answers follow the line ‘whose broad stripes and 

bright stars.’  Second, of those who chose incorrectly, the most popular choices were in fact 

semantically logical, skipping over the temporal (‘thru the perilous fight’) and spatial (O’er 

the ramparts we watched’) locators to get to the next meaningful verb:  the broad stripes and 

bright stars.... were so gallantly streaming... (and) gave proof through the night, etc.  Third, 

and most important, this quiz leverages the syntactic complexity of early 19th century poetry, 

the absence of tune, and the complete lack of normal singing context, to ‘reveal’ a lack of 

knowledge.  This lack of knowledge is transformed into a loss of knowledge in The National 

Anthem Project publications.   

While the methods used to establish the lack of knowledge of the anthem are 

unsatisfactory, few would dispute that, in fact, many people don’t know it.   Not even those 

who sponsored the protective legislation to keep the anthem in English necessarily knew it - 

responding to the introduction of that bill, the ABC news magazine show Nightline went to 

Washington DC and asked some congressional representatives to sing ‘The Star-Spangled 

Banner’ on camera. Barbara Mikulski and John McCain both offered robust versions.  But, 

predictably, most fled like cockroaches surprised by a kitchen light.  ‘I can probably sing it 

with a group,’ said Rep. Robert Aderholt, R-Ala. ‘If I was in a group, I would sing it.’ ‘I'm 

not that good,’ said another, as he begged off.   ‘I can’t sing’ said Kay Bailey Hutchison.  And 
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Rep. Robert Ney, R-Ohio, a target of a corruption probe, waved (them) off claiming, ‘I'm on 

the phone with my wife’ (Rosenberg and Shipman, 2006).    

Its comic value aside, I accept Aderholt’s assertion.  People who cannot sing or 

remember the anthem on command might do just fine in context, with a group bolstering 

them, aiding ‘memory’ and lowering the humiliation potential.  Isn’t group context, aided by 

music and companions, the only way most people ever knew the anthem?    

A second and related assertion, which doesn’t appear as such in the MENC materials 

but is both implied in them and which is often heard informally, is that Americans used to 

know and sing the anthem.  The headline quote above - ‘Cuts in music education lead to need 

for National Anthem Project’ is an example of this, as is the quotes from John Mahlmann 

above, in part: ‘but now many Americans don’t even know (it); ‘ ‘Recent budget cuts to 

school music programs have silenced our nation...’ (MENC, 2005c, emphasis added).  Such 

formulations presuppose a past in which Americans knew and sang the anthem, in which 

America’s voice did not have to be restored.  Many people believe unquestioningly in such a 

past, and some even recall it.  Nostalgia is embedded in many aspects of TNAP, from the 

language of the ‘fact sheet’: ‘Has America Lost Its Voice?’, to that of the press releases about 

‘restoring America’s voice,’ and launching a nationwide tour to ‘re-teach’ Americans the 

anthem.  But how accurate is this recollection?    An excursion through some historical 

checkpoints may help us assess its precision. 

In the 1936 film My Man Godfrey,22 the exchange below takes place between 

Angelica (Alice Brady, playing the mother of Carole Lombard’s character) and Godfrey 

(William Powell) as Angelica’s ‘protégé’ Carlo (Mischa Auer) plays piano (‘Ochi Chyornye’ 

– she has just asked Carlo its name) and she knits.  She speaks, as is her wont, at breakneck 

speed: 
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Oh, that’s the name, too.  I thought it was just the words.  I like it because the words 
are all the same, it makes it so easy to remember.  That’s probably why ‘The Star 
Spangled Banner’ is so confusing.  Nobody seems to know the words.  (laughs)  
Except perhaps Godfrey (he has just entered), he seems to know everything.   
 
Do you know the words, Godfrey? 
 
The words? 
 
Yes, yes,   ‘The Star Spangled Banner.’ Nobody seems to know the words.  Do you 
know them, Godfrey? 
 
I suppose I know as many as the average person. 
 
I feel ashamed of myself.  I should know them all of course, because, after all, my 
ancestors came over on a boat.  Oh, not the Mayflower, but the boat after that.  

 
 
In March 1939, a public opinion survey found that, to the question ‘Do you happen to know 

the name of the national anthem of the United States? 68% of respondents did, while 32% 

either said ‘no’ or were wrong’ (American Institute of Public Opinion, 1939).   It’s hard not to 

be struck by the similarity with the MENC results; this is virtually identical to the results of 

the repeat survey in 2008.  A 1943 editorialist asserted that the anthem was ‘a flop as a 

national anthem and ...its repudiation should cause no regret’ (Pegler, 1943).   A 1947 Gallup 

Poll found that only 31% of respondents correctly identified ‘The Star-Spangled Banner’ as 

the U.S. national anthem (Gallup, 1947).   

A 1950 letter to the editor opined that ‘If United States patriotism were judged by 

knowledge of the words to the first verse of the ‘Star-Spangled Banner,’ we would be a sorry 

lot of Americans, indeed’ (Tilleson, 1950).   In 1960, a music teacher wrote of her surprise 

that, having suggested patriotic songs at the first meeting of her 7th and 8th grade chorus 

because ‘everyone knows them,’ she quickly found herself ‘playing a piano solo.’  The ‘future 

leading citizens of the community,’ she noted, could sing ‘Witch Doctor’ ‘right down to the 

last ooh-ah-ah,’ but ‘not even the first verse of their country’s national anthem (Fowler 1960).  

Two years later in Los Angeles, a school board member lamented the lack of student 
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participation in the anthem and proposed testing knowledge of it as a high school graduation 

requirement (Los Angeles Times, 1962). 

In 1984, a ‘Dear Abby’ writer asked how children can be expected to remember this 

‘unsingable’ anthem if even ‘professional singers goof up’ (Van Buren, 1984). The following 

year, a writer characterized ‘getting through the anthem’ as ‘the most difficult challenge in 

American sport.’ (Thomas, 1985).   In 1998, a Maritz poll found that 62% of Americans 

correctly identify our national anthem23 (Maritz, 1998).    

The best evidence for the halcyon days of widespread anthem participation comes 

from the period of World War II, when, for example, 1941 saw 5,000 people gathered in 

Central Park to sing the anthem on the 127th anniversary of its writing.  Led by Lucy Monroe, 

an actress who made a specialty of singing the anthem, the singing was reportedly ‘fervent’ 

and ‘there were no slackers in the community effort.’  But even this period provides mixed 

evidence.  One wonders at the necessity for Movietone reels with sing along lyrics.24  And 

consider this quotation, ironically from MENC’s own Music Educators Journal: 

I sat in a theater on Broadway a week ago Sunday evening...the bandleader raised his 
baton and swung the musicians into the strains of the National Anthem.  And there 
was a profound silence in that theater – the pathetic silence of two thousand still 
voices -  a stifled silence which rose above the din of the martial music.  Last fall I sat 
in that great Soldier Field in Chicago at a football game and watched 125,000 people 
stand mute while a thousand-piece massed band of high school musicians played the 
national anthem (Kent 1942, p.56). 

 

The date of this publication?  1942.  While 1942 may not have been the absolute zenith of 

patriotism in the U.S., it certainly falls within the past being referenced as a point of 

comparison here.  In the same year, a letter writer, responding to the ‘controversy’ about the 

‘unsuitability’ of the ‘The Star-Spangled Banner’ enjoins citizens to ‘study both words and 

music, and thus be able to enjoy and feel the thrill of patriotism in one’s participation’ (Nagro 

1942).    
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‘The Star-Spangled Banner’ has enjoyed broad public acceptance, but an undercurrent 

of abiding public indifference, or even rejection, is also a salient feature of its history.  If, as 

MENC argues, there has been a ‘loss’ of the knowledge of the anthem, it’s difficult to locate 

the prelapsarian period.   The place of the anthem in American culture is at once remarkably 

stable and still unsettled.  Where does the anthem fit, for example, in music education?  The 

arguments that led the Music Supervisors National Conference to ‘vigorously oppose’ the 

adoption of the anthem are still live in the 21st century.  

Statements from principals of The National Anthem Project, and narratives in their 

publications, asserted a clear relationship between school music instruction and knowledge of 

the anthem.  ‘For years,’ said John Mahlmann,  ‘school music classes have been the first to be 

cut and we are now seeing the ramifications first hand’ (MENC, 2004d).  ‘MENC believes 

budget cuts in school music programs are the reason so many Americans do now know the 

anthem’ wrote an unidentified author in the MENC’s Music Educators Journal  (MENC, 

2004b, 12).   As I indicated earlier, the ‘fact sheet’ entitled ‘Has America Lost Its Voice?’ has 

as its subtitle ‘Survey Reveals Impact of Music Education; Raises Questions About Budget 

Cuts’ (The National Anthem Project, 2004).   

Addressing music educators, MENC President David Circle (2005) wrote ‘Where do 

Americans learn to sing ‘The Star-Spangled Banner’?  In music classes in school, of course.  

Where should Americans learn about the history behind ‘The Star-Spangled Banner,’ Francis 

Scott Key, and the long anxious night he spent at Fort McHenry? In music classes in school, 

of course.’ 

Have music classes in school much to do with whether people know the anthem?  

Almost surely, music class is a major component of each American’s personal knowledge of 

the anthem.    The data collected by MENC are not clear proof of the primacy of music class, 

though.  The multiple choice format (respondents appear to have been asked:  ‘where did you 
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learn the anthem: a) music classes, b) sports events, c) I don’t know?’) lacks the kind of 

ethnographic depth that would facilitate a clear understanding of anthem acquisition.  While 

‘in music classes’ was the answer given by more than 70% of those who said they knew the 

anthem; recall that 61% of those people who said they ‘knew the anthem’ got the words 

wrong, according to MENC.   Why should their recollection of where they learned the anthem 

be any more reliable that their assertion that they know it?  And, of course, if school music 

classes were actually the site of this instruction, might not all of this evidence suggest that 

they were not a particularly effective transmitter of the anthem?   

The most obvious reason to question this assertion - that knowledge of the anthem 

depends on school music education - is that it comes from a group whose chief function, after 

all, is to advocate for music education.  In hitching music education to issues of 

Americanness, patriotism, heritage, and culture, MENC is raising the stakes, constructing an 

argument about the importance of music education which has a chance of persuading a public 

it believes is unconvinced of music’s intrinsic significance.  Simply put, our nation is 

imperiled without music education.  

Above, I quoted Willie L. Hill, Jr., who wrote that The National Anthem Project 

‘seems to appeal to a broader public than we have ever been able to reach…’ (Hill 2004, 

emphasis added).  That quote continues ‘…These statistics, along with others gathered for us 

by the Harris polling organization, are important enough to a powerful enough 

constituency that we are embarking on a campaign to revitalize the pride in America that 

singing the anthem can bring’ (Hill, 2004, emphasis added).25   Also writing in the Music 

Educators Journal, David Circle alludes to the waning potency of the ‘Mozart Effect’ 

strategy: 

I hope the answer to the question of why we are organizing the National Anthem Project 
is becoming clear.  For some time now, we, music educators, have been justifying music 
education (on) the basis that ‘it will make your kids smarter.’  That may be so, 
but…music is not unique in that regard.   
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Music’s uniqueness is its ability to express feelings that the linear symbolism of words 
alone cannot express.  I am not suggesting that music should be justified on the basis 
that it teaches patriotism.  What I am asking is if students don’t learn ‘The Star-
Spangled Banner’ in our classrooms, where will they learn it?  They sure won’t learn it 
by listening to solo ‘renditions’ like those often heard at professional sporting events.  
(Circle, 2005) 

 

Circle’s quote makes clear that some music teachers were asking questions.  In fact, he opens 

his piece with some of them.  ‘Perhaps you have had questions about the project such as, 

“Why did we launch into this project”?  What has The National Anthem Project got to do 

with music education?  How can singing the national anthem help my music program?’  

(Circle 2005).   On the National Anthem Project Bulletin Board, since removed from (and 

lately restored as an archive on) The National Anthem Project website 

(http://www.thenationalanthemproject.org/nap_form.html), teachers trumpeted successes, 

shared ideas, and occasionally debated the appropriateness of the enterprise.26 Responding to 

one poster’s question of whether ‘The Star-Spangled Banner’ should ‘be a priority among 

American music teachers’ (Hebert, 2005), one teacher answered pragmatically that ‘For years, 

my music program has been, at best, ignored. At the worst times, I've had to fight to keep my 

job.  This project has caught the attention of my students and administration like nothing I've 

ever done before. Suddenly, my principal is interested in what I'm doing. My community is 

understanding that what I do has value’ (Jim, 2005).   The majority of posts expressing an 

opinion on the project were positive, and the few dissenters often received berating responses.   

Some contributors debated whether the project was essentially musical, historical, or patriotic.  

The signs from MENC are sundry.  The earliest statements tend to emphasize 

patriotism, while later ones emphasize historical knowledge or music education.   The ‘fact 

sheet’ overview states that there ‘is a problem with our country’s ability to voice its patriotism 

and pride’ (The National Anthem Project, 2004).  Willie L. Hill, Jr. describes the project as 

revitalizing ‘the pride in America that singing the anthem can bring’ (Hill, 2004).   ‘If we 
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can’t sing our own national anthem, we can’t voice pride in our country and what it stands 

for,’ said John Mahlmann, executive director, MENC, the National Association for Music 

Education. ‘Music in schools provides the platform for patriotism that stays with us for a 

lifetime’ (MENC, 2004d).27 One of the earliest descriptions of the project on the MENC site 

read ‘MENC is sponsoring The National Anthem Project to revive America's patriotism by 

educating Americans about the importance of The Star-Spangled Banner-both the flag and the 

song.’28  

Indeed, reading MENC’s own statements on the project, and attempting to tease apart 

expedience and principle, is a bit dizzying.  Like the reversible images used in teaching the 

figure-ground problem in perception, the National Anthem Project was a patriotic enterprise 

which used music education as its vehicle, and also a music education project which used 

patriotism as its vehicle.  Sending music teachers out to do battle, MENC constructed an 

argument for them  – music teachers should do this because they will reach the public (who, 

it’s implied, can’t be reached through means having only to do with music’s intrinsic worth) – 

and one for the public: it should support music teachers (when it wouldn’t, ordinarily) 

because the nation is at stake. 

‘The Star-Spangled Banner’ occupies a strange place in American society.  On the one 

hand, it has weathered perennial attempts to replace it with prettier, more pacific, or less 

difficult songs.  On the other hand, it is neither universally known nor universally appreciated.  

Nor is it, as one commentator put it, ‘the song Americans turn to when in trouble’ (Haberman, 

2004).  As Katherine Meizel (2006) points out, ‘God Bless America’ is often used where we 

might expect the anthem.  Still, a case can be made that ‘Anthem proves remarkably durable, 

well known among Americans’ is as at least valid a headline for the present-day story of ‘The 

Star-Spangled Banner’ as ‘Study shows Americans don’t know the national anthem.’  Both 

headlines are demonstrably true.  Hence Rep. Aderholt’s claim above that he could ‘probably 
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sing it with a group.’  This kind of knowing is not to be dismissed.  It’s a valid and useful 

kind of knowing, audible in recordings of early 20th century ballad singers, in unison hymn-

singing in churches, and in contemporary baseball crowds. People rely on one another’s 

knowledge to collectively fill in the gaps in the musical fabric. If you take a close-up picture, 

as it were, of an anthem performance, you may get a person bumbling (often at predictable 

points within the anthem).  But a ‘crowd shot’ might (depending on a host of factors -- but not 

primarily on the ones MENC addressed through this campaign) yield a fine picture.  If only 

the first verse is sung, as is most often the case, you’re likely to get a decent start, a faltering 

somewhere between ‘Whose broad stripes ‘and ‘streaming,’ a struggle around ‘And the 

rockets red glare’ and then a rally at ‘Oh say, does that’ straight through to the end.   That’s a 

perfectly ordinary musical arc in any number of settings.  If too many are faltering, fading out, 

and struggling (or if too few are masking them by singing confidently and well), then the 

musical fabric is ragged.   Many factors determine how ragged, from the mindset and musical 

inhibitions of individual participants to factors specific to the performance.  A loud enough, 

suitably paced, clearly heard accompaniment; an ‘invitation’ (‘Please stand and join in the 

national anthem’); clear access to lyrics; a song leader – these are the sort of factors that augur 

well.   Perhaps it is not coincidence that such features – unlike charges of musical 

incompetence - engage prospective singers in a partnership.   

 

Acknowledgements 

I am grateful to Carleton College for funding my travel to present an earlier version of this 

paper at the annual conference of the Society for American Music in Denver, and to present a 

revised version at the Sociology of Music Education Symposium in Limerick.  My thanks to 

participants in both conferences for their suggestions.  I also thank my wonderful colleagues 

at Carleton College - among them Larry Archbold, Peter Balaam, Justin London, Greg 



 Melinda Russell                                 Oh Say, You Can’t Sing:  The ‘Star-Spangled Banner’                                                368  

Marfleet, and Ron Rodman- and my student research assistants, Aaron Cross and Emily 

Cogsdill.   

 
 
References 

Abril, C.  (2007), ‘Functions of a national anthem in society and education: A  

sociocultural perspective’, Bulletin – Council for Research in Music Education, (172), 

pp. 69-87.   

American Institute of Public Opinion.  (1939), ‘American Institute of Public Opinion –  

 Surveys 1938-1939’, The Public Opinion Quarterly (3/4), pp. 581-607.   

Blundo, J.  (2005), ‘It’s Become Perilous Fight To Get Anthem Lyrics Right’, The Columbus 

Dispatch, Mar 10, 1A. 

Bradley, D. (2009), ‘Oh, That Magic Feeling! Multicultural Human Subjectivity, Community, 

and Fascism’s Footprints’, Philosophy of Music Education Review (17/1), pp. 56-74.  

Brasch, W. (2005), ‘Cuts in music education lead to need for National Anthem Project’, The 

Sunday Patriot-News.  Harrisburg, Pa., May 8, F03.   

Circle, D. (2005), ‘Consonance’, Music Educators Journal, 91 (3), p. 2.   

Farhi, P. (1990), ‘Red Glares for Roseanne; ‘Disgraceful,’ Says President; Actress Refuses to 

Apologize’, Washington Post, July 28, C1.   

Fowler, Z. (1960), ‘Some Sing ‘Witch Doctor’ But Can’t Sing ‘Anthem’’, The Chicago 

Defender (National edition), Oct 22, 20.   

Gallup. (1947), Survey by Gallup Organization, June 20-June 25, 1947, iPOLL Databank, 

The Roper Center for Public Opinion Research, University of Connecticut. [Online] 

Available at: http://www.ropercenter.uconn.edu.ezproxy.carleton.edu/ipoll.html 

(accessed May 8, 2008) 



 Melinda Russell                                 Oh Say, You Can’t Sing:  The ‘Star-Spangled Banner’                                                369  

Grewal, Z. (2007), ‘Lights, Camera, Suspension:  Freezing the Frame on the Mahmoud 

Abdul-Rauf Anthem Controversy’, Souls 9 (2), pp. 109-122.   

Haberman, C. (2004), ‘NYC; 'Now Wait A Minute!' O, So Beautiful’, New York Times, June 

15, B1.   

Hebert, D. G. (2005), ‘Should This Be A Priority for American Music Teachers’, The 

National Anthem Project Bulletin Board. 

http://www.thenationalanthemproject.org/messages/59.html 

Hill, W. L. Jr. (2004), ‘Connections’, Music Educators Journal, 90 (5), pp. 2-3.  

Humphreys, J. (2006), ‘2006 Senior Researcher Award Acceptance Address: Observations 

about Music Education Research in MENC’s First and Second Centuries’, Journal of 

Research in Music Education, 54 (3), pp. 183-202. 

Italian Sportscars. (2007), ‘Star Spangled Banner – Jose Feliciano’, (story and 1968 video).   

Video posted to http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jrY9RVfVkws.   

Jim. (2005), ‘Advocacy Is My Priority’, The National Anthem Project Bulletin Board.  

http://www.thenationalanthemproject.org/messages/60.html. 

Jorgensen, E. (2007), ‘Songs to Teach a Nation’, Philosophy of Music Education Review 15 

(2), pp. 150-160.   

Keillor, G. (2004), ‘Sing the national anthem—and try it in the key of G’, A Prairie Home 

Companion, [Online] Available at: 

http://prairiehome.publicradio.org/features/deskofgk/2004/07/02_starspangled.shtml.     

Kent, Major H. W. (1942), ‘Contributing to the National Effort’, Music Educators Journal 28 

(4), pp. 23 + 56-57.   

Los Angeles Times. (1962), ‘Knowing Words of U.S. Anthem Urged as Graduation 

Requirement’, Los Angeles Times, Jan 26, B1. 



 Melinda Russell                                 Oh Say, You Can’t Sing:  The ‘Star-Spangled Banner’                                                370  

Malkin, M. (2006), ‘The Illegal Alien Anthem’, [online] Available at 

http://michellemalkin.com/2006/04/22/the-illegal-alien-anthem/.   

Maritz. (2008), Survey by Maritz Marketing Research, June, 1998: iPOLL Databank, The 

Roper Center for Public Opinion Research, University of Connecticut. [online] 

Available at http://www.ropercenter.uconn.edu.ezproxy.carleton.edu/ipoll.html 

(Accessed May 8, 2008). 

Meizel, K. (2006), ‘A Singing Citizenry:  Popular Music and Civil Religion in America’, 

Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion, 45 (4), pp. 297-503.   

MENC.  (2004a), ‘News Flash’, Music Educators Journal, 90 (4), p. 88. 

MENC.  (2004b), ‘Oh, Say Can You Sing?  MENC Launches National Anthem Project’, 

Music Educators Journal, 90 (5) p. 12.   

MENC.  (2004c), Press Release: MENC Releases Liberty for All CD-ROM. 

[Online] Available at: http://www.menc.org/news/view/press-release-menc-releases-

liberty-for-all-cd-rom (Accessed August 20 2004).   

MENC.  (2004d), ‘Press Release:  Study Shows Americans Don’t Know The National 

Anthem; Music Experts Link Problem to Budget Cuts Silencing School Music 

Programs’, [Online] Available at:                                                         : 

http://web.archive.org/web/20050107022658/www.menc.org/publication/press/release

s/anthemstudy_Jun04 (Accessed June 2004). 

MENC.  (2005a), Press Release: It Works for Me: The National Anthem and Other Patriotic 

Music in the Classroom Just Published by MENC: The National Association for 

Music Education.  MENC.[Online]  

Available http://old.menc.org/publication/press/releases/patrioticideas_feb05.html 

(Accessed February 2005)  No longer appears on site, but can be accessed via the 

‘wayback machine’: 



 Melinda Russell                                 Oh Say, You Can’t Sing:  The ‘Star-Spangled Banner’                                                371  

http://web.archive.org/web/20051024124109/www.menc.org/publication/press/release

s/patrioticideas_feb05.html.   

MENC.  (2005b), ‘Press Release: The National Anthem Project Launches Today From 

Nation's Capital’, [Online] Available at: 

 http://www2.prnewswire.com/cgi-

bin/stories.pl?ACCT=109&STORY=/www/story/03-10-2005/0003160834&EDATE 

(Accessed March 10 2005). 

MENC.  (2005c), ‘Press Release: The National Anthem Project Launches Today From 

Nation's Capital; Campaign to Re-Teach America ‘The Star-Spangled Banner’ Led by 

Nation’s Music Educators’,  MENC. [Online] Available at: 

http://web.archive.org/web/20050403173653/www.menc.org/publication/press/release

s/naplaunch_mar05.html (Accessed March 2005) 

Nagro, C.F. (1942), ‘Anthem Is Official: Congress Approved Version Now Used by Armed 

Services’, New York Times. Sep 27: E11.  

nathandog77.  (2008), National Anthem Hack Job Montage.  Video posted to  

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=j5u3sksjJZM. 

The National Anthem Project. (2004), ‘Has America Lost Its Voice: Survey Reveals Impact 

of Music Education; Raises Questions About Budget Cuts’, The National Anthem 

Project, [Online] Available at http://www.tnap.org/factsheet.html. 

New York Times. (1916), ‘Baltimore’s Star-Spangled Banner Ordinance Unpopular; Measure 

Intended to Enhance Respect for National Anthem Has Provoked Widespread 

Opposition and May Be Allowed to Become Dead Letter by Municipal Archivists’, 

New York Times, Sept 3, X3. 

New York Times. (1938), ‘Group to Fight ‘Jazzing’ of the National Anthem’, New York 

Times, Dec. 21: 21. 



 Melinda Russell                                 Oh Say, You Can’t Sing:  The ‘Star-Spangled Banner’                                                372  

New York Times. (1941), 5,000 Here Mark ‘Star-Spangled Banner’ Day By Singing Patriotic 

Airs in Central Park. New York Times, Sept. 14: 44. 

Pegler, W. (1943), ‘Fair Enough’, Los Angeles Times, Mar 3: A.   

Rosenberg, H. and Claire S. (2006), ‘Oh, Say Can You Sing ... the National Anthem? 

'Nightline' Asks Beltway Lawmakers to Belt Out 'The Star Spangled Banner'’, ABC 

News Nightline. [online] Available at 

http://abcnews.go.com/Nightline/Story?id=1937527 (accessed May 8 2006). 

Skloot, R. (2004), ‘Singable National Anthem, The’, The New York Times Magazine, Dec. 12, 

92.    

Stewart, J.  The Daily Show, Comedy Central, May 4, 2006   

Thomas, R. McG. Jr. (1985), ‘Sports World Specials: Oh Say Can You Sing’, New York 

Times, Jun 24: C2. 

ThoughtBubble. (2006), Marvin Gaye sings American National Anthem. Video posted to 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QRvVzaQ6i8A.   

Tilleson, Mrs. W.D. (1950), ‘Letter to the Editor’, Los Angeles Times, July 25: A4. 

tuckman226.  (2007), National Anthem Bloopers Montage.  Video posted to 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dhkOK10wYG0 

Van Buren, A. (1984), ‘Dear Abby’, Los Angeles Times Nov 8, 1984: SD-A12.   

VoxPopulai. (2007), Roseane’s Infamous National Anthem. Video posted to 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DrFW2aYHVR8.   

Weaver, P. (1930), ‘The National Anthem’, Music Supervisors Journal 16 (5), p. 11.   

White, R. (1861), National Hymns: How They Are Written And How They Are Not Written, A 

Lyric And National Study For The Times, New York: Budd & Carleton.   

yap02. (2009), National Anthem Blooper!  Video posted to 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XADa9yeigTw 



 Melinda Russell                                 Oh Say, You Can’t Sing:  The ‘Star-Spangled Banner’                                                373  

Zarrella, J. (2006), ‘Spanish Version of National Anthem Stirs Controversy’, Paula Zahn 

Now.  CNN, April 28. 

 

Melinda Russell is a Professor at Carleton College Music Department, 1 N. College St., 

Northfield, MN 55057 USA.  

E-mail: mrussell@carleton.edu 

 

Endnotes 
 

                                                
1 The ‘Black Power salute’ at the 1968 Summer Olympics is perhaps the most iconic of these; other 

controversies include those surrounding the actions of Carl Lewis (1993), Mahmoud Abdul-Rauf (1996), Josh 

Howard (2008), and Tyrese Gibson (2009). The Abdul-Rauf case receives a thoughtful treatment in Grewal 

(2007).    

2 Concerns about musical style and the anthem have a long history. In 1916, the Baltimore City Council enacted 

an ordinance aimed at preventing such ‘desecrations’ of ‘The Star-Spangled Banner,’ as ‘ragtime mutilation,’ 

performance in ‘jig-time,’ and use in medleys (New York Times, 1916). In 1938, A ‘National Star Spangled 

Banner Association’ was formed in Newark, NJ to prevent dance orchestras from ‘swinging and jazzing’ the 

anthem (New York Times, 1938). As with the issue of athletes ‘disrespecting’ the anthem, it is impossible to 

ignore the role of race, and of race relations, in these flare-ups. The best known progenitor of modern anthem 

experimentation, Jose Feliciano’s 1968 Tiger Stadium performance of ‘The Star-Spangled Banner’ is clearly 

heartfelt and well practiced, with inflections and changes to the anthem that seem comparatively tame now.  

Still, Feliciano says ‘…all of a sudden, Tony Kubek, who was one of the announcers, comes up to me and says 

‘Do you realize what you’ve just done?  And I said ‘no.’ He said, ‘You have created a, a commotion here.  

Veterans were throwing their shoes at the television, and, and the switchboard really got deluged by calls.  I 

mean, you created a real stir here.’  I said, well, I was surprised.  And Tony said, he patted me on the back and 

said ‘But don’t worry kid, you didn’t do anything wrong.  I really enjoyed the way you did ‘The Star-Spangled 

Banner.’’ So, but, after that happened, everything that I was doing was stopped.  Radio stations stopped playing 

my records.  It took me a long, long time, and even to this very day’ (ItalianSportscars 2007).  Marvin Gaye’s 

intensely sweet and soulful performance of the anthem at the 1983 NBA All-Star Game in Inglewood, California 
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also evoked protest, though perhaps mostly from viewers.  During the performance itself, cries of appreciation 

can be heard throughout, and the audience starts clapping along in anticipation of the end.  Easily the most 

divisive anthem was the July 1990 performance by comedian Roseanne Barr, which then-President Bush termed 

‘disgraceful’ (Farhi, 1990).   

3 Hardly a season goes by without an artist or citizen being mocked for memory slips in singing the national 

anthem.  Robert Goulet’s 1965 Maine performance occupied the first paragraph in many versions of his obituary 

42 years later.    

4 Abril’s article (2007) includes a consideration of the history, since 1894, of anthem translations, and of 

‘Nuestro Himno’ in this context.   

5 Singer Rene Marie replaced the words of ‘The Star-Spangled Banner’ with those of ‘Lift Every Voice and 

Sing,’ sometimes called the ‘The Black National Anthem,’ in a July, 2008 performance in Denver.  

6 A Prairie Home Companion host Garrison Keillor has long been campaigning to have the anthem sung in G: he 

further urges us to ‘it’s not about war but about the survival of our flag and all that it stands for’ (Keillor 2004).  

California psychiatrist Ed Siegel, arguing that the code-mandated key of B-flat is too high, was able to persuade 

his city council to pass a resolution ‘saying that the federal government should establish the key of G major as 

the song’s official key.  The story made The New York Times Magazine list of the ‘Year of Ideas’ in 2004 

(Skloot, 2004).   

7 Katherine Meizel (2006) explores the use and endurance of ‘God Bless America’ and ‘God Bless the U.S.A. in 

American singing. 

8 Stewart’s treatment of the matter on The Daily Show alludes in multiple ways to the peculiar place of the 

anthem in American culture:  ‘This anthem debate gets to the very (pause) surface of what it means to be 

American.  The SSB, our national anthem, is special, written in the heat of the most important war in American 

history, the War of 1812, when America fought Britain for control of the (pause), uh, the overture, the 1812 

overture…’ He continued: ‘Key set that tale to that most American of melodies, some obscure old English 

drinking song, creating a piece of music so powerful it took only 117 years for it to become our national anthem 

and the very symbol of the end of our broadcasting day. But rather than allow this country to be torn apart and 

asunder by this unbelievably stupid controversy, I have a solution.  Did you know that Francis Scott Key also 

wrote three other verses to that that no one ever sings?  May I quote from verse number two (over instrumental 

anthem), “On the shore, dimly seen through the mists of the deep, where the foe's haughty host in dread silence 

reposes”, Christ, that would sound better in Spanish, or Klingon, or any other combination of syllables.  And 
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there's two more crappy verses just like that one.  And so I propose, keep (the first verse of) our anthem in 

English and give the rest whoever wants it.  Because these immigrants are willing to sing the verses Americans 

don't want or won't sing.  And for that I say, “Muy bueno”’. The clip can be seen at 

http://www.thedailyshow.com/video/index.jhtml?videoId=117771&title=Star-Spangled-Banner-Debate. 

9 Press releases and coverage can be seen at http://www.thenationalanthemproject.org/media.html. 

10 Formerly, because ‘… the long form of the name is no longer used. Today’, their website 

(http://www.namm.org/faq/namm) explains, ‘we simply say that NAMM stands for the interests of the global 

music products industry.’  

11 Photos of many of The National Anthem Project events can still be seen at 

http://www.thenationalanthemproject.org/celebrations.html.   

12 The other two were ‘Yankee Doodle’ and ‘Hail, Columbia’. 

13 Abril (2007) provides a brief history of the anthem’s promotion and eventual approval.   

14 Youtube is a rich source for especially stirring and especially deficient performances of the anthem.  Several 

‘blooper montages’ have been posted, among them those by nathandog77, tuckmann226, and yap02.   

15 Some earlier versions of the site are accessible via the ‘wayback machine’ at 

http://www.archive.org/web/web.php.  Where accessibility of TNAP documents has been unstable, I give the 

archived version of the document url.   

16 Deborah Bradley (2009, p. 68) explores the implications of using the anthem to restore America’s lost or 

weakened voice, noting noted the strange combination of ‘banality’ and ‘exaggeration’ in such slogans as 

‘restore America’s voice.’  

17 The SingAmerica part seems to have been dropped and the website by that name abandoned.  Searches for that 

term on the MENC site yield nothing from the project, although some old press information can be found on the 

web generally. 

18 Two cartoons from the New Yorker illustrate this nicely.  In one, from Sept. 3 & 10, 2007 (p. 90), a teacher 

asks her students ‘Who knows the words to the theme song of the United States?’  In another, from May 12, 

2008 (p.66), an unseen announcer at a baseball game intones ‘Please stand and join us in half-assing your way 

through our national anthem.’   

19 This first mondegreen was made famous by Beverley Cleary in her children’s book Ramona the Pest, and the 

second, more improbable one has been used by a number of comedians.   
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20 David Circle (2005) uses the phrase ‘commissioned by us,’ and the phrase ‘conducted on behalf of MENC’ is 

used in MENC (2004b). 

21  The press release (MENC, 2004d) includes the following: ‘Harris Interactive fielded the nine-question study 

February 12-16, 2004, via its QuickQuerySM online omnibus service, interviewing a nationwide sample of 

2,204 U.S. adults (18+). In theory, with a probability sample of this size, one can say with 95 percent certainty 

that the survey’s results have a statistical precision of plus or minus 3 percentage points of what they would be if 

the entire adult population had been polled with complete accuracy. This is not a probability sample. Data were 

weighted to be representative of the total U.S. adult population on the basis of region, age within gender, 

education, household income, and race/ethnicity.’  In 2008, MENC commissioned a repeat study; the results now 

appear at http://www.tnap.org/factsheet.html.    

22  Thanks to Carole Engel for calling this to my attention.  The entire film can be seen on YouTube at: 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EwTKdzJKc4E&playnext_from=PL&feature=PlayList&p=1344C402211388

76&index=32 

23 The full poll results: 

What is the name of our National Anthem? 

62%: The Star Spangled Banner (correct) 

2%:  Oh Say Can You See 

3%: America the Beautiful 

3%: God Bless America 

7%: Other 

23%: Don't know 

24 Several of these can be seen on YouTube.  Fred Waring and His Pennsylvanians at 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8wYdMUrXQsE; and a Merrill Miller/Ben Loweree version is at 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qdRbAcO_ZjM. 

25 This continues further, ‘And by doing so, we’ll be helping you, the leaders of our profession, engage your 

communities in discussions about and participation in music education.  After all, our schools are the one place 

where all Americans...come together to learn.  And it is learning through and about that cultural panorama that 

truly brings us together as one people’ (Hill, 2004). 

26 This debate has also been animated within music education as an academic discipline. Jere Humphreys argued 

that ‘...the National Anthem Project sends questionable messages during this time of controversy over a foreign 



 Melinda Russell                                 Oh Say, You Can’t Sing:  The ‘Star-Spangled Banner’                                                377  

                                                                                                                                                   
war and the reduction of civil liberties at home and abroad, among other issues.’  MENC, he noted, ‘… wisely 

declined to take sides during the divisive Vietnam War.  Why appear to take sides now, when the nation is 

experiencing its most serious social divisions in more than thirty years?’ (Humphreys, 2006, 6)  Noting that ‘… 

(i)n 2006, amongst a war-time climate of absolutism, debates on immigration, multiculturalism, assimilation, and 

pluralism, “The Star-Spangled Banner” has resurfaced as an important song that should be learned in school’.  

Carlos Abril examined the project and its website resources, concluding ‘Most of these efforts propel absolutist 

views, in which declared truths take a front seat to divergent truths and discoveries’ (Abril, 2006, 81).  Estelle 

Jorgensen suggested that ‘at the very least the ‘Star-Spangled Banner’ ought not be the only song to teach the 

nation at this time and is important to carefully consider which songs we ought to teach the nation. And I 

propose that music teachers need to take a measured approach that eschews fundamentalism, rampant militarism, 

and excessive patriotism, embraces musically the tensions between internationalism, nationalism, and localism, 

and expresses a sensitive world-view through the choice of songs that cultivate and express liberal and 

democratic ideals and foster peace internationally’ (Jorgensen 2006, 150).  Most recently, Deborah Bradley has 

argued that ‘MENC's positioning of the “Star Spangled Banner” within the music education advocacy argument 

locates the anthem as the means to an end, or what Adorno refers to as “a propagandistic device or an ideological 

export article”. Music used thusly is, according to Adorno, a purveyor of false consciousness.’  Casting a keen 

eye on the National Anthem Project website, Bradley noted that it ‘offers little to no acknowledgement (in either 

text or pictures) that the United States is a country whose population is racially and ethnically mixed, indeed is 

multi-cultural; the site implies a unitary, predominantly white, American identity. While the face of one child of 

color appears in the banner repeated at the top of each page associated with NAP, white faces and military bands 

dominate the majority of website images ... suggest(ing) an eerie uniformity’ (Bradley, 2009, 12-13). 

27 Note the shift in MENC 2005c to ‘platform for citizenship.’ 

28 This page was at http://www.menc.org/guides/menctour/AssocPrograms.html  and can now be found via the 

March 11, 2005 version of the MENC site as archived at: 

http://web.archive.org/web/20050307121320/www.menc.org/guides/menctour/AssocPrograms.html. 

 

 


