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Martela Corporation supplies ergonomic and innovative furniture and provides interior planning services. Martela’s products and services help realise the 

full functional and aesthetic potential of working spaces, learning environments and care facilities. Established in 1945, Martela is a family business and the 

market leader in Finland. The company is listed on NASDAQ OMX Helsinki.
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Martela is Finland’s largest provider of furniture for 
public spaces. We have made furniture for schools 
since 1991 and over the years, hundreds of thousands 
of pupils and students have sat in schoolrooms, lecture 
halls and auditoriums furnished by us.

While the actual physical spaces in schools have 
not changed, entirely new demands are being placed 
on their use. They are expected to be more efficient and 
support new ways of learning. In today’s schools, work 
is often project-based and integrates different subjects, 
which must be taken into account in designing interi-

ors. If learning requires quiet study or working in small 
groups, why are the classrooms packed during lessons, 
but other spaces are empty?

Martela has responded to the changes taking 
place in schools by boldly developing its product and 
service offering so that it supports modern ways of 
learning. Our new Inspiring School concept was born 
as a result of close cooperation with students, teachers, 
academics and experts from a variety of fields. You can 
see the fruits of this work in this brochure. Welcome to 
schools that support learning!

Welcome to 
schools that 
support  learning!
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Our Inspiring School concept is based on three fun-
damental ideas: school interiors must be efficient and 
functional and they must support both new and tradi-
tional ways of working.

Above all else, efficiency is born out of the versatile 
use of space. Schools that observe this concept chal-
lenge the conventional division of school buildings into 
classrooms and other spaces and consider the entire 
school as a potential space for learning. Classrooms are 
kept, of course, but they are used even more efficiently. 
They are complemented with new ways of using hall-
ways, entrance halls and other common spaces.

More than anything else, functionality is about 
how spaces also serve new learning situations, whether 
individual learning, group work or integration of different 
subjects. Today’s students accumulate information ever 
more actively, and their learning methods are freer, more 
independent and more interactive.

The third idea in the Inspiring School concept is 
the revolution that has taken place in learning tools. 
Besides pencils, erasers, books, notepads and videos, 
we now have computers, tablets and smartphones. 
Learning environments must support them, too.

But while the methods of learning have been 
revolutionised, a school does not have to change all at 
once. Modernisation can take place gradually, based on 
needs, even one a space at a time. For instance, con-
ventional 60 m2 classrooms can be modernised simply 
by replacing the conventional furniture with more modifi-
able systems. For teachers, these modernised class-
rooms will offer better opportunities to use new learning 
methods, and for students, they can spice up the day 
and be highly desirable places –  which is precisely 
what Martela’s Inspiring School concept is all about.
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Four types 
of space
Learning spaces can be examined from several per-
spectives. For instance, a school can be divided into 
different zones based on the activity that takes place 
in them. Some zones are primarily places for com-
munal work, while in others the work does not require 
constant concentration or may even benefit from 
distractions. The number of students is still the basis 
for interior planning, of course, but there does not have 
to be exactly the same number of desks as there are 
students. It is more important to look at what students 
do in school during the day and to plan interior solu-
tions accordingly. 

In this brochure we look at schools from the 
perspective of different kinds of learning and goals. 
Schools are divided into four zones: cognitive learning 
zones, learning-by-doing zones, social learning zones 
and withdrawal zones. This division is anything but 
distinct, because a classroom can incorporate several 
types of learning and teaching at the same time. We do 
hope that it helps readers to understand the diversity 
offered by our Inspiring School concept.

Learning-
by-doing 
zones

Social 
learning 
zones

Withdrawal 
zones

Cognitive 
learning 

zones
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Cognitive learning zones
In this brochure, cognitive learning zones refer especially 
to all general teaching spaces and various group work-
rooms. Their key features are flexibility, adaptability and 
the flexible use of new technologies. They can be used 
for diverse working methods from project work to crea-
tive problem solving. Because of this, it is important that 
cognitive learning zones offer opportunities for both group 
work and individual work that requires concentration.
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Learning-by-doing zones
Zones for learning by doing include workshops, 
kitchens, spaces dedicated to specific subjects, and 
places for information retrieval (e.g. library and multi-
media resources). 

The carefully considered functionality of storage 
solutions, lighting and acoustics are important for 
learning-by-doing zones. Since these zones are used 
by many different groups, special attention should be 
paid to the adjustability of workstations. 

The safety and functionality of the zones require 
good planning. Access ways must be sufficiently wide 
and workstations sufficiently large and the various 
functions must be placed purposefully with regard to 
each other. When this is done right, the spaces will 
be enjoyable and inspiring for their users.
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Social learning zones
Natural zones for social learning and meeting include 
entrance halls, cafeterias, places of busy people traf-
fic, and libraries. These zones should have seats and 
tables to encourage spontaneous encounters and 
to allow a more relaxed and informal atmosphere. 
The furniture should suit multiple uses and be easily 
moveable to allow the space to be modified for par-
ticular needs. In addition to desks, chairs and sofas 
there should also be storage furniture. Clutter must 
be avoided, however, because it should be as easy 
as possible to move around the zone.

Zones for social learning can be used for a very 
broad range of purposes. You can meet in them 
to have discussions or withdraw for peaceful writ-
ing or research. This is why their acoustics must be 
designed so that the soundscape is pleasant and 
peaceful even when there are many simultaneous 
users. 

Inspiring colours, attractive materials and a 
sense of spaciousness make interiors stress-free and 
encourage social interaction.
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Zones for withdrawal
Zones for withdrawal must offer users an opportunity 
to concentrate in peace and privacy, too. Libraries 
and peaceful nooks here and there are typical with-
drawal zones. They should be comfortable and invit-
ing. Colours and materials can be used to enhance 
their calming and relaxing atmosphere. The acoustics 
must also support withdrawal. Furniture and the 

space itself need a lot of sound absorbing surfaces. 
Ideally, the lighting of withdrawal zones should 

be adjustable to the user’s wishes from daylight to 
moody dimness. This makes the space as versatile 
as possible and adaptable for every need.
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Product information at 
martela.com/ 
inspiring-school
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Elementary school of the Oulu 
University Teacher  

Training School
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The world children and young people live in has be-
come very technical in a short time. Knowledge is just 
one click away. Learning is interaction and problems 
are solved by investigating together. Modern learning 
environments are a blend of pedagogy, architecture and 
technology and are adapted to learners’ abilities and 
desire to study.

Learning takes place everywhere, which is why all 
of the school’s spaces, from subject-specific classes 
to entrance halls and corridors, must be considered 
learning spaces. Not everything needs to fit into the 
same mould, of course, and well-planned furnishing can 
have a major impact on the operation of the spaces and 
the utilisation rate of the building. Success in building a 
functional environment depends on taking the needs of 

its users into account, and adapting the furniture and 
technology accordingly.

The learning spaces of the future will be flexible 
and adaptable. Bold experimentation and the use of 
colours will refresh students and make learning more 
motivating and meaningful. An interesting environment 
will inspire ideas and will support students with special 
needs as well as those who are exceptionally talented. 

Innovative learning environments cost the same 
as conventional classrooms but produce much bet-
ter results. Better designed learning environments are 
an investment in the future, whose importance hardly 
anyone will dispute.

Changing 
classrooms

I’m sure that we all want to offer 
our children the best possible 
learning environment.

Pasi Mattila
Finpeda Oy

”
”
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Martela actively develops furniture and solutions for 
changing learning environments. An example of this 
is our participation in the UBIKO project of the Oulu 
University Teacher Training School carried out in 2011–
2013. UBIKO was a pedagogical development and 
research project, the key objective of which was to cre-
ate good pedagogical practices and models for helping 
to modernise school cultures and infrastructures so that 
they would promote appreciative, proficient and inspir-
ing learning. Martela was responsible for developing 
and designing the furniture used in the project.

The name UBIKO is a combination of the Finnish 
words ‘ubiikki’ (ubiquitous) and ‘koulu’ (school). Ubiq-
uitous means something that is present everywhere 
but yet blends into its surroundings. It is how Martela 

operates, too. As proud as we are about our furniture, 
we do not want them to steal the stage in learning situ-
ations. They are meant to be tools that support both 
teachers and students in their daily work. 

There is more information about the UBIKO project 
in ubiko.wikispaces.com (Finnish only). 

The Oulu University Teacher Training School is 
the training school of the University of Oulu’s Faculty of 
Education. It includes a comprehensive school and an 
upper secondary school and offers training for teachers 
and takes part in research and experimental activities. 
It is a UNESCO school, which promotes cultural aware-
ness and tolerance.

UBIKO
School unit as an inspiring learning environment
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Elementary school of the Oulu 
University Teacher  

Training School
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Elementary school of the 
Oulu University Teacher 
Training School
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“In 21st century schools, learners plan, 
observe and evaluate their own learning. 
The environment must be easy to modify, 
because versatile teaching includes different 
kinds of interaction situations and individual 
working. Flexible furniture and interior design 
that supports multi-site learning provide an 
environment that promotes learning across 
the full spectrum of pedagogical activity.

Thanks to Martela’s adjustable furniture, 
both big and small students can work ergo-
nomically. With triangular desks and chairs 
that have wheels and are easy to move 
around, classrooms can be flexibly modified 
to cater for the different working methods 
required by specific educational goals. The 
teachers’ favourites are fabric upholstery 
and colourful stools. Using them, students 
can create their own different-sized discus-
sion groups and separate areas dedicated to 
work.”

Heikki Kontturi
Researcher and Project Manager
University of Oulu
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Porolahti School

Product information at 
martela.com/ 
inspiring-school
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Metropolia
University of Applied Sciences
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Product information at 
martela.com/ 
inspiring-school
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A Stress Free Area or SFA is an award-winning con-
cept whose goal is to reduce the stressfulness of 
interiors in order to improve their users’ alertness and 
concentration. SFA spaces have been included in 
many learning environment studies carried out at the 
University of Helsinki and the University of Tampere, for 
example. 

The concept has been successfully applied by 
businesses and its suitability for schools is now be-
ing studied. A pilot study is being carried out at the 
Siltamäki Primary School in Helsinki under the Finnish 
research project, Future School. The participants in 
the research project include Margit Sjöroos, who has 
developed the SFA concept, and CICERO, which is 
a network for multidisciplinary research on learning 
coordinated by the University of Helsinki. 

The interior of the Stress Free Area classroom 
is exactly that, stress-free. Negative physical stress 
factors have been reduced and the atmosphere is very 

peaceful. The lighting is pleasant and thanks to sound-
absorbing materials in the floors and walls, there is no 
echo.

Despite being a home-like space, the primary 
goal is to support teaching and learning. The furniture 
can easily be moved around to create groups that suit 
the needs of whatever the students are doing, whether 
it is group work, individual work that requires concen-
tration, or listening to presentations by the teacher. 

Preparation of the data used in planning the 
classroom in Siltamäki was a collaborative effort 
between teachers and students. The new learning 
environment is used by all of them. The SFA classroom 
has attracted considerable attention from the teaching 
sector in Finland and abroad and the concept is in the 
process of being expanded to cover entire schools.

Stress Free Area
Modern learning environment

We must respect the develop-
ment of the brain and protect 
it. The brain and our senses are 
at the core of everything we do 
from learning to self-regulation 
and compassion.

Margit Sjöroos
Concept designer

”

”



29

” ”
Developing learning environments 
is a sign of respect for children.
Anna-Mari Jaatinen
Principal, Siltamäki Primary School
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With Martela’s high-quality and ergonomic furniture, 
study is more inspiring for students of all ages and 
sizes. The chairs and desks have ample opportunity 
for adjustments. Gas spring-equipped chairs make it 
easy for students of all sizes to find the optimal pos-
ture. Ergonomics are equally important for teachers. 
Thanks to the height-adjustable desks, teachers can 
choose to work sitting down or standing up. 

Special attention has been paid in the furniture 
design to the challenges posed by modern learning 
environments. Durable and easily serviceable furniture 
suits many kinds of spaces and has been designed 
for multiple uses. The chairs and desks are stackable, 

folding and easy-to-move, which makes it a simple 
task to modify spaces. In addition, the furniture design 
is timeless, very durable and highly usable, resulting 
in a functional learning environment with a long useful 
life. 

For more on ergonomics, please visit 
martela.com/ergonomics 

Ergonomics for big 
and small pupils
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Kasavuori School

Watch a video about 

the Kasavuori school 

at martela.com/

inspiring-school
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Kirkkojärvi School
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Product information at 
martela.com/ 
inspiring-school
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Uomarinne School
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Product information at 
martela.com/ 
inspiring-school
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Tammerkoski Upper 
Secondary School
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Kangasala Upper 
Secondary School
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Martinkallio School
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I’m very happy with our 
cooperation with Martela. 
Both the planning of our 
interior modernisation project 
and its implementation went 
very smoothly, and the result 
is stylish and works well.

Veli-Pekka Tikka
Principal, Neulamäki School

”

”
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Interior modifications are part of Martela’s compre-
hensive service. We held a competition in the spring 
of 2013 in which we challenged workplaces to win a 
Martela-supplied space modification project worth EUR 
10,000 for their working environment. To be eligible 
for the draw, the participants were required to explain 
in writing why their space deserved modification. The 
winner  was the Neulamäki School in Kuopio. 

The space they had chosen was the schools tired 
and worn-out staffroom that needed an update and 
an element of surprise. The modification began with 
an evaluation of the functionality of the space. Martela 
prepared a plan after clarifying the needs and wishes of 

the users, and then coordinated and implemented the 
modification. The result improved the clarity and colour 
scheme of the space, making it more inspiring. Martela 
also divided it into activity zones so that the space can 
now be used for rest and relaxation, as well as meet-
ings and tasks that require concentration and a peace-
ful environment and privacy.

The teachers’ initial feedback has been positive. 
According to them, the new staffroom inspires its users 
with its refreshing colours, sense of space, clear division  
of areas, increased functionality and high-quality 
materials . 

Interior modification at 
the Neulamäki School

See a video about 

the Neulamäki School 

at martela.com/

inspiring-school.



Product information at 
martela.com/ 
inspiring-school
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Länsituuli School
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Tietotie Upper  
Secondary 

School
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Kuitinmäki School

Latokartano School
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Saunalahti School



Gesterby School

Product information at 
 martela.com/ 
inspiring-school
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Coordinated by the Economic Information Office, Me 
& MyCity is a study module on society, work life and 
entrepreneurship for 6th grade children (12 to 13 years 
of age). The students work in case study professions, 
receive a salary, and act as citizens and consumers 
in a miniature city with approximately 15 businesses 
and public services. Some 30,000 pupils visit MyCities 
each year.

Visits to the MyCities have inspired active debate 
among the children on work life and the principles of 

economy. Teachers consider it an excellent way to 
teach important topics related to society and entre-
preneurship. According to feedback, Me & MyCity has 
provided the children with vivid memories and experi-
ences that have a positive impact on their future.

Martela has played an active role in this project 
as one of the businesses in the miniature city and by 
providing furniture for the businesses.

Me and MyCity: business 
education for schools
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” ”
The trendy and colourful design of MyCity Helsinki 
has received a great deal of positive feedback.

Minna Ala-Outinen
Me & MyCity, Project Coordinator

Watch a video 

on Me & MyCity 

at martela.com/

inspiring-school
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