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   Notation: Sibelius 5  
    Sibelius 5 is all about notation with an intuitive UI1 
 
 

 
> Why Sibelius? 
 
Sibelius 5 claims to be the “…world’s favourite music software…”2 for scoring, with 
some names like Howard Goodall, Steve Reich, John Rutter and Esa-Pekka Salonen 
(Music Director of the Los Angeles Philharmonic) endorsing it.  Additionally, Sibelius 
5 is touted to “break new ground” for music education software by providing 
“…ready-to-use musical ideas, worksheets, sounds and timesaving tools for all styles 
of music.”3  Sibelius has come a long way from a standard music notation tool to a 
package that now includes an ideas hub, Audio Unit or VST plug-in support, and 
complete layout controls.  All while improving the notational feature for which it was 
originally designed. 
 
> Setup 
 
The demo for Sibelius is very simple to attain 
from the Sibelius downloads website.  You do 
have to fill in your details, email address, 
operating system and so forth before you can 
download the 74MB demo.  It is a full working 
package, which has printing and saving 
disabled.   I do loathe having to type in my 
personal details for a download but that is 
what multiple email addresses are for .  
There is also the option to check no for 
newsletters and product information being 
sent to you.   
                                                             

1 Sibelius Logo: <http://www.vosa.org/upload/sib_logo_blue%20flattened%20web%20small.jpg>. 
2 What’s New in Sibelius 5 - PDF Brochure <http://www.sibelius.com/assets/423.pdf>. 
3 What's New for Education in Sibelius 5, viewed 29 March 2009, 
<http://www.sibelius.com/products/sibeliusedu/5/index.html>. 
 
 

MAC 
PC 

All software has been tested using a Macbook Pro 2.4 GHz Intel Core 2 Duo with 2GB RAM 
running Leopard 10.5.6.  Rising Software’s Auralia was tested under Windows XP 
Professional 2003 running off the Macbook Pro through Parallels Desktop 4.0 for Mac 
(http://www.parallels.com/).  All screen shots come to you as a courtesy of Skitch for Mac 
OSX (http://skitch.com/) unless otherwise stated. 
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Sibelius are quite helpful in providing installation information and what to do if you 
have an earlier version already installed on your machine.  The entire ‘process’ of 
downloading and installation was very pleasant and clear. 
 

 
 
 
> GUI & Fundamental features 
 
On the first start up of Sibelius 5 you are presented with the standard demo 
restrictions and MIDI setup options.  What I like is the quick start menu that now 
appears every time you open the program.  This feature alone provides a simple, 
clear and intuitive way to begin using the program.  The versatility of this program is 
evident straight away. 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

• Hall of the Mountain King is a file I started 
work on for my Year 7 class 
 
• What if I want to create something new? 
 
• Browse the numerous sets of scores, 
worksheets, lessons and resources available 
for education in Sibelius 5 
 
• Import a MIDI file and begin editing straight 
away 
 
• Undertake a tutorial on note input – from 
typing on the keyboard, clicking with a 
mouse, or playing in notes from an external 
keyboard 
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Each aspect of the programs user interface is clear and colourful with options to take 
you in any direction.  This can be a blessing and a curse – especially if you want to 
find something efficiently.  For example, clicking on ‘start a new score’ opens a series 
of setup windows to create the instruments you wish to write for, the time signature, 
metronome marking, anacrusis, key signature and titles etc.  This is very useful for 
students and the step-by-step nature of this setup 
makes it accessible to even non-musicians.  
However, if I click on ‘browse teaching resources and 
worksheets’ I am inundated with options.  The 
worksheets alone are so numerous that it took me a 
few hours just to get a general idea of what Sibelius 
offered – taking away from precious planning time.  
So, does Sibelius provide excellent resources for 
educators? Yes.  But in some cases it is not as 
timesaving as I would have hoped.  
 
 
When a score is created or worksheet found, there are a number of options for 
editing, playback, layout alteration, the addition of performance features or creative 
composition in the classroom.  Below you will see the main interface with something I 
prepared earlier.  Every item needed for any of the previous mentioned actions are 
available in the 2 top menu bars, playback window, or note entry window.  You can 
see that if a student wants to create a bar, or expression marking the ‘create’ menu 
instantly draws their attention. 

 
 
The standard features of copy and paste apply as well as my 
favourite, ‘undo.’  I found Sibelius have made a very good GUI 
for note entry, score alteration and playback with menus that 
address what you are after.  Then if you need to do anything 
more complex, the ‘help’ menu provides linked topics to assist 
anyone. 
 
One last cool interface is the ‘mixer’ through which you can 
adjust the levels of each instrument composed for, or attach a 
sampled sound to make your score sound realistic.  The mixer 
just floats on top of your score like the playback transport and 
different components are colour coded as you add them. 

Create Menu 

Playback Transport 

Score ‘Page’ which can be 
moved around like a piece 
of paper! 

Note Entry 
Window 
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> Getting your hands dirty 
 
I have already spoken about score setup so I will now look at note entry and the new 
feature of Sibelius 5 The Ideas Hub.4 
To enter notes on the score you press the ‘n’ key (for note) and you get a floating 
blue mouse pointer.  This allows you to type in notes using the note entry window.  
Hit ‘n’ or ‘escape’ and you go back to the black ‘select’ mouse pointer for further 
editing.  Other shortcuts make the note entry process quick and accurate, for 
example, ‘r’ repeats what you just typed in, ‘t’ is for time signature editing, ‘k’ is for 
key signatures and you hit ‘i’ if you wish to add or delete instruments from the score.   
What really tops the cake is the Ideas Hub.  This single feature alone may bring 
Sibelius 5 a top rating. 

 
The Ideas Hub is a floating window that contains 2000 short musical ideas from 
Classical to Latin in piano parts, horn parts, drum patterns etc.  This hub, provides a 
way for students/users to compose on the spot in any genre and it provides a simple 
way to ‘get creative’ in score writing.   There is a search bar, a method to copy and 
paste your own ideas into the hub and even share them with other Sibelius 5 users.  
After creating some scores of my own I would agree with the following quote featured 
in the ‘What’s New in Sibelius 5’ brochure:  
 

“A Eureka experience! No more scribbled bits of paper and backs of 
envelopes.  Sibelius 5 captures all of my ideas and miraculously I can find 
them again in an instant.” 
(Howard Goodall, composer)5 

 
 
> Will it work in the classroom? 
 
Without a doubt.  Just make sure you take the same approach to music as Sibelius 5 
does – and that is going step by step to get to the score you are after.  Difficulties 
may arise in finding some more complex musical features such as classical guitar 
fingering or advanced time signatures.  In this case consult the manual or ‘help’ 
menu. 
 
> Does anyone ever read the manual? 
 
Troubleshooting and support are readily available from the Sibelius website.  
Additionally you can view Free Web Training or attend a Training Session in your 
area of Australia. 
 
                                                             

4 Ideas Hub Picture: <http://www.sibelius.com/products/sibelius/5/hub.html>. 
5 What’s New in Sibelius 5 - PDF Brochure <http://www.sibelius.com/assets/423.pdf>. 
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> What else compares? 
 
Well…there is only one competitor that I came across and that is Finale 2009.  Both 
offer cross over rewards and Sibelius even offers reviews from ex-finale users. 
 

 
> Final Thoughts 
 
Despite the overwhelming amount of resources, ideas and options in Sibelius 56, I 
found it became much easier if I took things step-by-step.  I gave the demo to some 
of my students to road test and they came back with the same response.  Once I told 
them to hit the ‘n’ key for note entry, or go to the ‘create’ menu for extra bars or make 
sure they went through the ‘score setup’ process at the start of their projects; Sibelius 
5 came to life for them.  It was very helpful in my classroom and I have begun to use 
it for all manner of worksheets and scores.  The addition of the Ideas Hub has me 
sold, but there were many other cool features I have found since.  The main point to 
remember is that despite Sibelius 5 looking clear and simple to use, there is a very 
complex engine under the hood.  The more you explore, the quicker you reveal other 
exciting features. 
 

 
 

Overall Rating of 5 out of 5 Mice 
 
 
 
 
                                                             

6 Sibelius 5 New Features Picture: <http://www.sibelius.com/products/sibelius/5/index.html>. 

Developer: http://www.avid-australia.com.au/au/ 
Price: $299 AUD education price - $499 AUD standard 
How to Buy: http://www.sibelius.com/shop/retail_partners.html 
Get the demo here: http://www.sibelius.com/products/sibelius/index.html 
 
Computer requirements: 
PC XP SP2 32-bit or Windows Vista 32-bit, 512MB RAM or more, 350MB hard 
disk space, DVD-ROM drive and an optional MIDI controller. 
Mac OS X 10.4.9, 512MB RAM or more, 350MB hard disk space, DVD-ROM 
drive and an optional MIDI controller. 
 
Do you need to be a trained musician to operate this?   Not necessarily, but 
you can accomplish much more with a trained ear, harmony skills and knowledge 
of note values, terminology or instruments. 
Educational Value?  Limitless, especially as the range of products available 
from AVID/Sibelius integrate musical skill sets.  See the Education Case Studies 
for yourself at http://www.sibelius.com/education/users/index.html 
 
 
 
 

 




