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A letter to our community, and to our friends,

Frederick RustlerTeodor Cătăniciu

The past three years have been a privilege 
and an adventure for us. In 2016, we had 
little more than an idea and the courage to 
try to build it in the world. We found   im-
mense support in this community, from the 
early volunteers who joined us, the first 
students who entrusted us with their time 
and passion, to over a hundred individual 
donors and companies who kickstarted our 
work.

We were humbled to play a part in the 
growth of our students because we’ve seen 
them develop more than web applications, 
we’ve seen them develop the next chapter 
of their lives in Europe. We also want them 
to know how much we have learned from 
them. It was through observing their hard 
work that we’ve learned more about              
resilience. Through the friendships forged in 
those long coding nights, we’ve learned 
more about kindness. It is a great reminder 
that despite the fact that our students and 
volunteers represent over 40 countries from 
across this planet, what we share in common 
has always been stronger than those ways in 
which we were different. Our hope for the 
future, compassion for each other, and com-
mitment to building a better version of 
ourselves and of the world. 

By now it should be no news that we deci-
ded to stop Restart Network in May 2019, 
exactly three years after it started. We are 
not doing this   because we have to - that is 
to say, our students and organization are 
more successful today than at any time 
before.

Our students continue to inspire us as their 
careers progress in some of Europe’s leading 
technology companies, our business model 
is healthy and fully funds our mission, and 
for all our faults, we still love working    toge-
ther. The reason we are putting a stop to this 
chapter is that while we’ve seen our 
students change careers and future plans, 
we benefited from the same transformation. 
We love the impact we were able to achieve 
here, and new flames are now burning for 
adventures we are eager to start.

The following pages tell the story of our 
impact and students over the past years, 
since the start of the ONE Program all the 
way to our last class. We talked to over 130 
people to find out how Restart Network 
influenced their lives. Not only in terms of 
jobs and salaries, but in a meaningful,         
big-   picture way. The last part of this report 
reveals an overview of our model for         
connecting communities to build people 
together: The Crowdsourced School. We 
hope it will serve as a foundation to many 
other organizations who will certainly             
continue this important work in Europe and 
beyond. 

It’s important to say this is not a goodbye - it 
cannot be, because our friendships and this        
community will live on. The ripples of 
impact, hope, and moral courage that our 
students will cause will be felt in time. We 
will always be part of the Restart Network. 

Written on May 3rd, 2019, in Rotterdam, The Netherlands (European Union)
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COUNTRIES 
REPRESENTED

MOST STUDENTS 
COMING FROM 
SYRIA

OUR MOST 
DIVERSE CLASS 
SPOKE 8 
LANGUAGES

38% OF 
STUDENTS WHO 
BIKE TO THE 
CAMPUS DAILY

NUMBER OF 
DEVELOPER PARTNERS

TOTAL NUMBER OF 
SCHOLARSHIPS OUR 
STUDENTS RECEIVED

THE TOTAL AMOUNT 
OF SCHOLARSHIPS
(EXCLUDING IN-

KIND DONATIONS)

LARGEST IN 
KIND DONATION
(CIC ROTTERDAM)



PERCENTAGE OF STUDENTS 
WITHOUT A BACKGROUND 

IN COMPUTER SCIENCE

INCREDIBLE CAREER TRANSITIONS 
FROM: THEOLOGIST, FASHION 

DESIGNER, ART HISTORIAN, 
CHEF TO DEVELOPER

AVERAGE NUMBER OF 
HOURS SPENT ON 

CAMPUS BY STUDENT

NUMBER OF PROGRAMMING 
LANGUAGES LEARNT

<ADMITTED STUDENTS BY 
DEMOGRAPHIC BACKGROUND/>

AGE RANGE OF 
OUR STUDENTS

30% FEMALE
VS

70% MALE

30%

70%

STUDENTS WHO 
ARE PARENTS

28%
61%

11%

MINORITY IN TECH

ASYLUM 
SEEKER

LOW INCOME
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<ADMITTED STUDENTS BY 
DEMOGRAPHIC BACKGROUND/>

TOTAL NUMBER 
OF VOLUNTEERS

LONGEST DISTANCE TRAVELED 
TO VOLUNTEER (SALIK SYED, 

SAN FRANCISCO TO ROTTERDAM)

TOTAL AMOUNT OF HOURS 
TEACHING PRO-BONO

MOST MASTERCLASSES 
GIVEN IN A ROW: 

(BY BOOKING.COM)

CORPORATES
VS

STARTUPS

           <PARTNERS 
WHO HOSTED 
MASTERCLASSES/>



7

MOST HOURS WORKED 
BY A VOLUNTEER

(BURÇAK ÇABUK FROM TURKEY)

MOST DONATIONS RAISED BY A
 SINGLE VOLUNTEER (OCTAVIAN 

PARTENIE FROM ROMANIA)

ADMISSIONS RATE

TOTAL NUMBER 
OF APPLICANTS

MOST REJECTIONS
IN A ROW BEFORE 
BEING ADMITTED

PERCENTAGE OF ADMITTED 
STUDENTS WHO 

HEAR ABOUT US FROM 
CURRENT STUDENTS
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GRADUATES STILL IN CLOSE 
CONTACT WITH STUDENTS 

FROM THEIR CLASS

GRADUATES WHO FEEL THEY HAVE 
THE PROFESSIONAL NETWORK 

THEY NEED TO SUPPORT 
THEIR CAREER AMBITIONS

GRADUATES FELT THE 
PROGRAM CONTRIBUTED 

TO THEIR MORAL COURAGE TO 
STAND UP FOR WHAT'S RIGHT

<GRADUATES RATE THEIR TIME AT 
RESTART NETWORK BETWEEN THE 3 

MOST IMPORTANT EXPERIENCES IN THEIR LIVES/>



Mayasa Quacquess

‘Taking a closer look at your code is like
 taking a closer look at your life’

CLASS OF 2017
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It doesn’t take long before Mayasa’s 
positivity fills the room. She’s 
confident and wears a smile on her 
face. She speaks like someone who 
knows they are in the right place 
at the right time. Just don’t think it 
hasn’t been a long journey getting  
there. It has. But now that she’s 
arrived, she can fully focus on her 
passion: Computer Science.

Leaving one home to find another, 
more permanent one

Mayasa Quacqess was born in Syria 
to a Palestinian father and a Syrian 
mother, and spent her early days 
living in Damascus. In school she was 
a straight-A student, top of her class, 
which eventually got her accepted 
into a technical university. 

She studied Telecommunications 
Engineering only to realize that 
it wasn’t the thing for her. The 
engineering part she liked; the 
telecommunications one - not so 
much. She knew she had to search 
for alternatives, yet that search was 
soon put on hold. 

In 2012, her family had a tough 
decision to make: to stay in Syria or 
leave. “It was a hard time for young 
men to be in Syria,” Mayasa says, 
explaining that her brother would 
have likely not had any choice but 
carry a gun one day. “It was not easy 
for him so we decided to leave.” 

Three years and a move to Lebanon 
later, she and her family were on 
their way to Europe. “It was our last 
option and probably the hardest.” 

But fortunately, The Netherlands 
welcomed her family with open arms. 

Away from home, Mayasa knew she 
had to embrace her new reality to 
the fullest, even if it wasn’t going 
to be easy. “I thought, this is the 
end of an unpleasant journey and 
the beginning of a new life. I’m in a 
country where I’m safe and where all 
I can see are opportunities.” She had 
plenty to look forward to. 

The journey to finding a new starting 
point

The initial excitement of being in a 
new place, though, was soon pushed 
aside by culture shock and the 
realization that starting over would 
be a journey in itself. Everything took 
a good amount of effort, Mayasa 
remembers: getting to know how the 
Dutch system works, understanding 
the language and meeting new 
people, not to mention continuing 
her education or finding a job. 

Things started to pick up after she 
attended a couple of two-day coding 
bootcamps and heard about Restart 
Network. “Restart Network was the 
result of my search for a starting  
point and at the same time it was my 
point where I started to grow in the 
Netherlands.”

Mayasa is one of those people that 
take every opportunity to learn 
something new. No matter what 
challenge you throw at her, she 
tackles it with conviction and gets 
the most out of it. 

 
 
 

 



found out that programming is what 
lies closest to her heart. “I always 
knew that I was into the algorithmic 
way of thinking,” she says. “You have 
the big overview of what y

ou 

want 
to achieve, you break it down into 
smaller components and go into each 
detail to make it work. That’s how it 
is in coding, too.” 

It was really Restart Network, though, 
that showed her all she can learn and 
achieve if she made programming 
your career path. 
“At Restart Network, I learned that 
taking a closer look at your code 
is like taking a closer look at your 
life. You do that and you’ll see what 
you need to improve,” she says. 
“Sometimes the fixes are easy and 
fast, but sometimes you have to 
wait until you can see the results. 
Restart Network taught me how to 
be more critical and always strive to 
do better.”

Learning is a journey of a kind

Ever since, Mayasa has made sure 
that learning is at the heart of 
everything she does. So much so, in 
fact, that she is now enrolled in the 
Computer Science program at the 
Technical University (TU) in Delft. 
She knows that succeeding in the 
field takes hard work, specialized 
knowledge and lots of persistence. 

“In coding, it’s not just one thing that 
you learn,” she says. “It’s technology, 
it’s constantly changing and there’s 
something new every day. That’s 
why it’s crucial to stay up to date.” 

As overwhelming as that might be, it 
is not all Mayasa is learning. 

She tends be a bit of a perfectionist. 
Having been an A student in the 
past, it has always been hard for her 
to accept less-than-excellent results. 
“Sometimes, when I’m putting effort 
into something and I can’t see the 
results right away, it makes me 
frustrated. I want to see that my 
efforts can make a change,” she says. 
“At the TU Delft, I’m learning to be 
more patient.”  

While Mayasa may have embraced 
learning to the fullest, she also 
understands the value of passing 
her knowledge on to others. After  
finishing the Restart Network 
program, she went back as a volunteer 
and committed herself to sharing her 
knowledge and lessons with fellow 
students. 

“Restart Network is my nest,” she 
says. “Because I got so much from 
this organization, I wanted to give 
something back. Especially to 
refugees and to people without 
prior coding experience, I thought 
it would be helpful to see me as 
someone who has gone through the 
same. I knew how challenging it was 
but I was there to tell them that if 
they worked hard, it was all going to 
be fine.” 
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Mayasa was the example that they all needed. At the end of 
the day, if you are passionate about something, you will find 
a thousand ways to dig deeper and learn more, she says. 
And if you do fail, you will find the strength to pick yourself 
up and move on. Academia seems to be her chosen path for 
the time being. 

“I ask myself this question over and over again: Is this what 
I really like? And every time, my answer is - hell yeah.” 
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Taha Aygün
CLASS OF 2018

The theologist who became a 
software engineer

13



“My passion for computers comes 
all the way back from my childhood. 
When I was a kid, I would hack our 
computer at home and constantly 
change the password. My brothers 
were often upset with me.” 

Taha Aygün had discovered a skill 
at a very young age. Already there 
and then, his friends and family in 
his native Turkey knew he should be 
focusing on computers and doing 
something more with his passion. 
Yet, he chose a different path. 

“At university, I decided to study 
theology,” Taha says. “I saw that 
everything in the world depends on 
religion, problems and solutions alike, 
and I was curious to know more. So I 
went for it.”

Not long after, though, he found out 
that he did not quite fit in. He had 
always had technology at the back 
of his mind and, in a way, he was 
hoping he could fill the gap between 
him and the others in his theology 
study. But that was too big of a gap. 
“I felt a bit estranged from the others 
around me.” 

From theology to technology, Taha’s 
true passion

Today, Taha does not live in Turkey. 
After starting a job as a teacher 
and soon losing it due to a political 
statement he made on social media, 
he figured his home country was not 
the right place for him anymore. He 
moved to Indonesia, where a friend of 

his lived, only to realize that he could 
not handle the cultural differences.  
Six months later, he decided to 
move to Europe and landed in the 
Netherlands. 

Starting over was going to be a 
challenge, he soon learned. Making 
new friends and getting to know life 
around him were only a few of the 
things awaiting him. He also needed 
to improve his English and start  
looking for a study program to join. 

It wasn’t long until he found out about 
Restart Network. “I found the ONE 
Program and it changed my whole 
life, my whole story,” Taha says. “It  
was exactly what I was looking for 
- to restart my life and start from 
scratch in the tech industry. It has 
always been in my heart to become a 
developer, play with computers and 
spend all of my time in front of them.” 

It took Taha a couple of weeks to 
get used to the intensity of the 
program and the complexity of the 
materials he was being taught. “I  
started programming with my friend  
who was studying computer science 
at the time and, on the first day, I 
remember telling him that I wasn’t  
going to make it. I have always had 
difficulties with math and every time  
I saw functions, I got discouraged.” 
Still, he was not going to give up 
without a fight. 
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‘This is the door and here is the key. 
Now open it’ 

Taha made it his goal to learn, get 

know about those would be naive. 
And he knows it. “I’m still learning 
every day and the more I learn, the 
more I find out that I don’t know 

better and then learn some more. 
He spent more than 12 hours a day 
during the first few weeks of the 
program, trying to grasp every new 
piece of information that was being 
thrown at him. 

“When you start learning something 
new, you need guidelines and even 
though you can find a lot on the 
internet, you still need some solid 
help from the people who know their 
way around. Restart Network gave 
me this opportunity and made it 
really easy for me to learn,” he says. 
“They give you a key and tell you: 
‘This is the door, you can open it’.” 

Ever since, Taha has tackled every 
challenge in his life with the idea 
that it will lead to a lesson learned. 
Whether in his student or professional 
life, there is always something new 
to learn, a new lesson to embrace for 
the future. 

“Technology,” Taha says, “is changing 
all the time. There is always 
something new going on. If you want 
to keep up, you need to be able to 
learn by yourself.”

Today, he works as a full-stack 
developer for a Dutch company called 
Prime Vision, where he is constantly 
in touch with new technologies and 
programming languages. To say that 
he has learned everything there is to 

everything.” 

So he pushes further to close that 
gap. 

“At the moment, I am talking to a lot 
of people who are like me - looking 
for a chance and for new possibilities  
to change their lives and careers. My 
goal is to create an online bootcamp 
and teach people, give them advice 
and direction.” Just like Restart 
Network once did for him. 

If there is anybody who knows about 
this journey, it would have to be 
Taha. And he would not be doing 
this alone; he is planning to work 
on it with another four or five fellow 
developers. “As a former teacher, 
I love teaching and I love seeing 
people succeed,” he says. 

“To know that I have contributed to 
even a small part of their success 
makes me extremely happy.” 

15



16



Mahmoud Almorahlee
CLASS OF  2018

Building a career, a family and 
a new home away from home 17



While Mahmoud Almorahlee has 
always had a passion for technology, 
it wasn’t until recently that he was 
really able to embrace it. 

Originally from Syria, Mahmoud 
moved to the Netherlands a few 
years ago in his search for a new 
beginning. After leaving his home 
country in the mid-2000s, he went 
to Dubai, took a job in luxury retail  
and thought it wouldn’t be long 
before he moved on to another, more 
permanent home. “The contract I got 
was only supposed to be for a short 
period of time,” he remembers. 

Imagine his surprise when eight 
years later, he was still working in 
Dubai. It was only then - and due 
to an escalating political conflict in 
the Middle East - that he needed to 
leave. It was time for a change, so he 
set his sights on Europe. 

“When I came to the Netherlands, 
it was really not the best time of 
my life,” Mahmoud says. “I had to 
start over and build everything from 
scratch. And I knew I had to build it 
right.”

Rediscovering his passion for 
technology

Mahmoud has always had an interest 
in technology and this new start 
seemed like a good opportunity 
for him to embrace it. He started 
thinking he could be a developer. 
He was looking for programs that 
could shape him as a well-rounded IT 

professional when he came across 
Restart Network. 

“Restart Network’s ONE Program 
was everything I was searching for,” 
he says. Several conversations later, 
he was in and ready to embark on 
the journey of his new career. 

Every new start is a challenge and 
Mahmoud expected nothing less. 
“This was my first time working 
with technology,” he says. “I had to 
learn a lot but I found it quite easy 
to understand and put to use. It’s 
probably because I enjoyed it so 
much.”

He made sure to take it all in. “The 
Restart Network program was 
intensive and I knew there was going 
to be a lot of hard work involved. 
The fact that I was there, gaining 
all this knowledge, not only helped 
me progress but also filled me with 
joy. It even encouraged me to take 
the next step and share what I had 
learned with my fellow students.” 
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Passing his knowledge on to others 
is what made things all the more 
worthwhile for Mahmoud. 

The main reason he picked up 
technology so easily was because 
Restart Network made it that way. 
“Everything that they had included 
in the program was there to prepare 
us for what is to come in the real 
world,” Mahmoud says. “It was not 
only about the information we were 
given but also about understanding 
the market, our customers and the 
processes of technology.” In a way, 
for him, it was about understanding 
his own place in the technology 
industry.

What’s more, he learned that building 
great things is rarely something for 
a person to handle alone. “Working 
in an organization is about making 
your own contribution in a group so 
you all can build something bigger 
together.” Mahmoud has taken this 
to heart, boosting his confidence and 
developing further as a team player.

Reuniting and starting a family

Today, just over a year after finishing  
Restart Network’s ONE Program, 
Mahmoud works as a front-end 
developer at Dutch bank ABN AMRO. 
And while his personal development 
has been key all this time, he has had 
even bigger goals to accomplish.

One thing you still don’t know about 
Mahmoud is that he’s married, but he 
and his wife could not live together 

until he had settled down in the 
Netherlands and found a stable job. 
That, however, is now a thing of the 
past. 

“My wife was very happy at the 
thought of moving to the Netherlands, 
so after getting the job at ABN AMRO, 
I arranged all the papers and she 
could come live with me. Now we’re 
both here, establishing our own little 
family. We’re also expecting our first  
child, so in a few months there will 
be three of us.” 

For Mahmoud, it has been a long 
journey, but he has arrived and there 
is no place he’d rather be. His family 
is the center of his attention - a family 
he has been away from for so long. 

“It took us a long time to gather 
together in one place, so my family 
is what I am focusing on right now.” 
And he is preparing to welcome their 
son into the world, which he already 
knows will be a joyful little challenge. 
“I have the feeling that raising a 
child will be a bit more difficult than 
learning programming,” he laughs. 

The scene has been set: Mahmoud 
is exactly where he needs to be, 
with a job that he loves and with his 
growing family right by his side.
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Irene Chery eth
CLASS OF  2018
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Changing career paths is not unheard 
of. It happens. People realize that the 
field they have chosen for themselves 
does not make them tick anymore. 
Or they discover a new passion and 
embrace it 100%.

Changing career paths, however, is 
not easy. Just ask 29-year-old Irene 
Cheryeth. She knows about the 
difficult decisions, the steep learning 
curve and the commitment it takes 
to start over. Still, she finds all of the 
above to have been totally worth it. 

Looking for new opportunities in a 
new country

Originally from India, Irene moved 
to the Netherlands about six years 
ago when her husband found a job 
and was asked to relocate. It was the 
start of a completely new life; the 
kind of start that Irene was not quite 
expecting. 

“I have a background in life sciences,” 
she says. “I went to university in 
India and graduated with a degree 
in biotechnology.” She worked in a 
lab, doing quality control for various 
food products. What she really 
aspired to do, though, was work in 
the pharmaceutical industry and help 
develop new medications for patients 
suffering from severe diseases. 

The move to the Netherlands 
seemed like a great opportunity to 
do just that, “as the industry here is 
very established and does extensive 
research on inventing drugs.”

The reality, however, was much 
different. Without a local degree and 
without speaking Dutch, getting a job 
turned out to be close to impossible. 
Irene often made it far into the 
interviewing process at companies, 
but never got the job. 

“I kept on looking for work, but it was 
hard,” she remembers. “I used to say 
I travelled the whole Netherlands - 
from Rotterdam and Leiden, down 
to Maastricht and all the way up to 
Groningen. It was tiring, but at least I 
got to see a lot of places.” 

Embracing the possibility of a career 
change

A few years passed and Irene was 
still struggling to find a job. She then 
got pregnant with her son, who is 
now two-and-a-half years old. “After  
my son was born, I was still thinking 
about ways to get on with my 
career. I have been enjoying life as a 
mother, but I also wanted to develop 
professionally.”

Somewhat coincidentally perhaps, a 
friend of hers had heard of Restart 
Network and thought it might be 
something for Irene to try out. 

Irene, in turn, was skeptical. “I really 
didn’t think that was something for me 
because it’s all about programming. 
In biotechnology, you’re supposed to 
work in a lab with samples, wearing a 
white coat,” she says. “And there was 
also this thing with the laptops. 
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We never use laptops in the lab. Once 
I heard about viruses and I thought 
people were talking about actual 
viruses, like the ones in the lab, not 
the ones in computers,” Irene laughs. 

Programming was completely new 
to her and her hesitation was only 
natural. Still, she decided to give it a 
try - after all, she was going to get a 
new laptop. 

Going into the screening process 
without high hopes but with plenty 
of determination nonetheless, Irene 
ended up getting accepted into 
Restart Network’s program and 
embarking on a journey into the 
unknown. “That was where the fun 
began.” 

Working hard to succeed at a new 
passion

The first day of the program came 
around and Irene found herself in 
the middle of information overload. 
“I thought the first day would be my 
last. It was so hard, I really didn’t 
think I would go back the next day,” 
she remembers. “But I wanted to 
keep trying. That day, I went home, 
put my child to bed, took my laptop 
out and started studying.” 

She didn’t stop working hard until the 
end of the program one year later.

“Every time I met a challenge, I told 
myself that if I fail, I’d give up and 
stop. But then I tried not to fail.” 
Irene could not have taken this any 

more seriously. 

One day, she called her mother back 
in India and told her that her son 
had been getting sick quite often in 
daycare and she was struggling with 
the choice of whether to continue 
with Restart Network’s program or 
go back to being a full-time mom and 
take care of him. Her mother did not 
hesitate with the answer. She told 
Irene that she can take care of her 
son in India, while she focuses on 
the study that she loved so much. 

“It was a hard decision for both me 
and my husband,” Irene says, “but 
it was the right thing to do. My son 
was really happy in India and I got 
the chance to focus and finish the 
program.”

She took all the time she had and 
used it to learn as much as possible. 
Together with other students, she 
worked into the early hours of the 
morning, helping each other to get 
better at their craft. “At the time, I 
didn’t quite understand why we had 
to work in groups, but I do now. We 
inspired each other. Like any other 
person, I have my own insecurities  
and Restart Network taught me 
not how to hide them, but how to 
overcome them.” 
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Today, less than two years later, 
Irene has the knowledge and skills 
to make in IT, and - as a matter  
of fact - is already working as a 
professional in the field. After an 
internship at advertising agency 
Superlatief in Rotterdam, she 
now works as a web developer at 
e-commerce company Coolblue. 
And she seems to have found her 
place. 

“When I studied biotechnology 
back home, I did it for the sake 
of studying; I wasn’t really that 
interested,” Irene says. “But when 
I went to Restart Network, I felt 
like this was what I wanted to do. 
I never got the urge to stop and 
I never got bored. The fact that I 
always felt challenged was what 
made me keep going.” 

The key to her success may 
seem simple: she fell in love with 
programming and worked hard 
for it. That alone, however, is not 
enough, as Irene has found out 
along the way. “You have to try 
hard, but you also need to make 
sure you’re going in the right 
direction. If you’re unsure, take a 
break, think about where you want 
to go and only then continue,” she 
says.

“Sometimes it takes just a small 
deviation to get back to where 
you want to be.”
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Tihomir Balaban
CLASS OF  2018

The journey of finding your passion 
in a pool of opportunities 25



Tihomir Balaban, Tiho for short, is 
the kind of person that doesn’t settle 
for just about anything. He works 
hard and gets things done right. 
Quite often, in his own way, too. He’s 
always been like that. 

When he was 12, he got his first  
computer - his parents bought it 
for him off the shelf. “It was OK,” he 
remembers. “It was enough for the 
purpose of being a family computer. 
But for me it was insufficient so I set 
out to have something better.” 

A friend of his had told him that if he 
wasn’t happy with the computer he 
had, he could assemble one himself. 
Just imagine Tiho’s excitement when 
he found out that was possible. “I 
wanted a good gaming computer,” he 
says, “so I started researching, saving 
up and looking at the latest hardware 
there was at the time.”

He was 14 when he assembled it 
and first put it to use. “I was able to 
assemble it fairly quickly - it’s not 
really that hard - but it was more of 
a thing to afford it. I was very patient 
with my allowances and didn’t really 
spend them on impulsive things. 
Essentially this taught me a life 
lesson in patience.”

A hobby to develop your professional 
skills

Originally from former Yugoslavia, 
Tiho and his family moved to the 
Netherlands to escape the war that 
broke out there in the early 1990s. 
They decided to stay and Tiho ended 

up being raised in a new environment, 
speaking three languages fluently: 
Serbo-Croatian, English and Dutch. 

Ever since he was young, he has been 
eager to learn, looking for hobbies 
and activities that trigger his curiosity 
and bring his skills and knowledge to 
the next level. For one, he has found 
gaming to be an important outlet. “As 
a teenager, I started playing World of 
Warcraft and it was not just a casual 
game. It was really hard. You really 
had to think and have good foresight 
and reactions.” 

Often times, he would play alongside 
another 40 people, yet it wasn’t long 
before decided to take the initiative 
and volunteer to become a raid 
leader. What a raid leader does, 
essentially, is not just play their own 
part of the game but also coordinate 
everyone else around.

“On raid day, our guild would have 
60 people online,” Tiho remembers. 
“You need to have spares in case 
someone is not performing well 
and need to swap them. It was a 
leadership position at a very young 
age.” What’s more, he has learned a 
thing or two about motivating and 
inspiring people.
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The difficulty of finding focus

Because of his curiosity and his tendency 
to put his own spin on things, Tiho has 
often found himself having to choose 
among the many opportunities that are 
out there. And choosing requires focus. 

In high school, he studied electronics and 
electrical engineering, but didn’t continue 
in the field and bounced around, searching 
for a new interest throughout college. He 
signed up to study computers but soon 
realized that the program was not inspiring 
enough. He’s always been a “computer 
fanatic”, he says, yet his disappointment in 
the educational system convinced him that 
this was not the path for him to continue 
on. 

As time went by, he found it more and 
more difficult to discover his niche. He 
ended up being unemployed for some 
time, in which both his drive and ambition 
went down. 

“For me there has always been a difference 
between intellectually challenged and 
intellectually stimulated,” Tiho explains. 
“During the time of being unemployed, I 
wasn’t really intellectually challenged, but 
I was intellectually stimulated by myself. 
If I was interested in something, I would 
research it and learn more. Still, as there 
wasn’t any real drive to do it, I would take 
my time and do it more out of my own 
curiosity than ambition.”

Finding a place to belong to

It wasn’t until Tiho heard about Restart 
Network that he was intrigued to give 

something new a chance. Intrigued, yet 
intimidated. Joining an IT program that 
is demanding in terms of developing new 
tech skills in a short period of time was 
something he was not sure he could fully 
handle. 

“I was afraid that I would fail not because 
of a lack of skill but because of a lack of 
stamina. I hesitated, but five seconds later, 
I knew I was ready to give it a shot. And if 
it didn’t work out, at least I know I tried.” 

Well, it did work out. 

While he did feel the pressure during the 
first week, Tiho structured his time and 
devoted all his attention and efforts to 
the program. Once he got into the rhythm, 
he worked on it constantly and took only 
four days off in three months. Perhaps 
even more importantly, he felt like he 
had finally found his place. “The moment 
I started with Restart Network, I realized 
this is what I want to do and I had a drive 
to go for it. I felt right at home.”

Since then, Tiho’s learning curve has 
been as satisfying as it has been steep. 
He has learned to code in a number of 
different languages, handle the pressure 
of a focused study environment and work 
in a team. Today, he is Junior Software 
Engineer at marketing agency iProspect, 
a position that is opening up his horizon 
to new concepts, work methods and 
relationships . 
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“Restart Network made it very 
easy for me to transition to the 
real-life work environment at 
iProspect, where I hope to stay 
at least another couple of years. 
I want to develop my expertise 
and feel completely comfortable 
working with new development 
frameworks.”

What’s more, Tiho is continuously 
learning new things about himself 
and what really matters in a 
professional setting. One of his 
main takeaways is that he - or 
anybody for that matter -  cannot 
do everything by themselves. 

“If something is not working out 
and you’re stuck, don’t be afraid 
to step away from your desk and 
ask for help,” he says. “Everyone 
is different and has their own 
approach to things, so together 
you have a better chance of 
finding the right answers. In tech 
specifically, people are very open 
to helping each other.” 

At the end of the day, learning is a 
journey that we all need to be on 
together. As Tiho puts it, you can 
learn anything as long as you have 
someone to share that knowledge 
with.
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<CrowdsourcedSchool/>
CONNECTING COMMUNITIES TO BUILD PEOPLE TOGETHER

IT ALL STARTED IN OUR UNIVERSITY 
DORM ROOM

At the peak of the 2016 European Refugee Crisis, we started designing a model for             
tackling two challenges that the European Union was facing: the huge shortage of talent 
in the technology industry and refugee integration. As the model grew, and Restart Ne-
twork emerged from it, our ambition expanded to serve not only the refugee demogra-
phic, but those voices underrepresented in tech today. Our biggest lesson is that for the 
first time in history it is possible for the son or daughter of a Silicon Valley billionaire and 
the son or daughter of a war refugee from Syria, to have access to the same world-class 
education and opportunity. 

Easier said than done, you might say. Perhaps. Yet, it’s possible and here’s how. 

DESIGNING THE RIGHT INCENTIVES

At Restart Network we created the Crowdsourced School to make the tech industry          
accessible to those historically underrepresented in it. To help those in need become the 
industry’s most needed.

It should come as no surprise to anyone that strong tech talent is in high demand. In the 
Netherlands, companies are feeling the pressure of having - but often being unable - to 
find the right people to fill their teams. In the tech industry, the struggle is even more pal-
pable. Last year, employers regarded half of all vacancies as difficult to fill. That was com-
pared to 30% in 2015. There have been many reports and books written about the urgen-
cy of the talent shortage in the tech industry, but suffice to say, the social costs of digital 
disruption make skilled people ready to take on these roles a critical asset for the future 
of the digital economy. 
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At the peak of the 2016 European Refugee Crisis, we started designing a model for             
tackling two challenges that the European Union was facing: the huge shortage of talent 
in the technology industry and refugee integration. As the model grew, and Restart Ne-
twork emerged from it, our ambition expanded to serve not only the refugee demogra-
phic, but those voices underrepresented in tech today. Our biggest lesson is that for the 
first time in history it is possible for the son or daughter of a Silicon Valley billionaire and 
the son or daughter of a war refugee from Syria, to have access to the same world-class 
education and opportunity. 

Easier said than done, you might say. Perhaps. Yet, it’s possible and here’s how. 

At Restart Network we created the Crowdsourced School to make the tech industry          
accessible to those historically underrepresented in it. To help those in need become the 
industry’s most needed.

It should come as no surprise to anyone that strong tech talent is in high demand. In the 
Netherlands, companies are feeling the pressure of having - but often being unable - to 
find the right people to fill their teams. In the tech industry, the struggle is even more pal-
pable. Last year, employers regarded half of all vacancies as difficult to fill. That was com-
pared to 30% in 2015. There have been many reports and books written about the urgen-
cy of the talent shortage in the tech industry, but suffice to say, the social costs of digital 
disruption make skilled people ready to take on these roles a critical asset for the future 
of the digital economy. 

The key to correcting this imbalance is in developing the tech skills that employers are 
currently looking for. It is about knowing what the market needs and educating people in 
a way that they can meet those needs. But what people? And which skills? And what’s a   
future-proof way to prepare these people for the fast-changing world ahead? These are 
the questions we attempt to answer through the Crowdsourced School.  

For the past three years, we have worked towards expanding the opportunities for            
historically underserved communities, in particular, we focused on the refugee,             
low-income, and minority in tech demographics. And we have managed to do so by flip-
ping the current educational system on its head. 

In a good way, we think. 

We rallied key stakeholders to work together on the same stage around our mission, from 
local leaders to the municipality, from start-ups to the largest technology companies in 
the Netherlands. We inspired volunteers. We united them all around the goal of em-
powering refugees and other underrepresented voices to start a new life through a career 
in                 technology. 

We called Restart a ‘Network’, because we believe that it’s the role of the entire city to 
run a school. 

Through crowdsourcing, we aligned the incentives of a lot of organizations and created a 
network where everyone can create value along the way. In other words, we don’t belie-
ve in charity, we believe in pragmatic solidarity. Students end up in future-oriented jobs,     
companies get motivated life-long learners to work for them, and the government wins 
by getting people off social support and into a vital industry. All while fostering a more             
resilient community. A win-win-win-win-win, if you will.

Dr. Alexandru Iosup, Professor of Computer 
Science at VU Amsterdam, Teacher of the Year In 
The Netherlands.

"More than a coding school, Restart Network is a 
community of motivated individuals working to 
transform their lives."
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CREATING THE ONE PROGRAM

Aligning various stakeholders and bringing them together to work towards the same goal 
was only half of the journey. The other half was creating the ONE Program. 

World-class opportunity. Tuition-free. 100% hands-on. 

There are probably more adjectives that we can attach to it, but those three are already 
enough to describe the one-year coding program that we set up in the city of Rotterdam. 
ONE was inspired by the real world lessons of experienced developers and based on         
student success. It was designed to guide our students in building their potential while 
learning the fundamentals of web development. 

You may be wondering how our program stood out from the rest. We have an answer for 
you:

Peer Learning. We flipped the traditional classroom upside down, allowing students to 
learn from each other and try things out in an environment that not only tolerated, but 
encouraged a trial-and-error mentality. 

Coding and people skills. We taught computer science concepts and programming               
languages - and we did so quite intensively. But we didn’t stop there. We taught our           
students how to better communicate and interact with others. We nurtured                   
self-awareness through courses in storytelling, leadership, and public speaking.
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Peer Learning. We flipped the traditional classroom upside down, allowing students to 
learn from each other and try things out in an environment that not only tolerated, but 
encouraged a trial-and-error mentality. 

Coding and people skills. We taught computer science concepts and programming               
languages - and we did so quite intensively. But we didn’t stop there. We taught our           
students how to better communicate and interact with others. We nurtured                   
self-awareness through courses in storytelling, leadership, and public speaking.

World-class thinkers. Every week, we either went on “Tech Safaris” at iconic tech             
companies in the Netherlands or invited guest speakers from all around the world to give 
Master Classes at our campus in Rotterdam. We welcomed engineers from companies like 
Booking.com, Typeform, Facebook, GitHub, IBM, Microsoft, as well as local tech                 
companies.

Extreme immersion. We created an immersive learning environment for our students. 
During the ONE Program, students invest nearly 1,000 learning hours on our campus 
surrounded by over 200 tech companies, before joining a tech company full-time at the 
highest level of the program: the Developer Level. 

The gamified classroom. We wouldn’t have had a proper future-proof program if we 
didn’t have the right concepts serving as the foundation, would we now? We, therefore, 
built a gamified classroom, with levels and high scores, and an overall learning experience             
enhanced by the latest research in the science of expertise building and human                      
performance.

Eyobiel Yebio, Front End Developer at                
Booking.com, Class of 2016.

"Teodor and Fred showed us the way and 
opened doors to find our feet in Europe. This 
vision and commitment changed my life. My 
time at Restart Network will always be in my 
heart."

B
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FOCUSING ON WHAT WORKS

While we may have focused on taking tech education to a new level and eventually pla-
cing people into well-paying tech jobs, we never forgot what’s at the heart of it all: em-
powering them to make their own world better, one day at a time.

For a lot of Restart Network students, getting the first job in the Netherlands is a move 
that has immediate ripple effects. For example, students separated from their loved ones 
back home, are allowed to reunite thanks to a stable job. Every time we receive an image 
from the airport with a family reunited we are reminded we are doing something that 

matters in more ways than we thought. 

Those are the moments that showed us that we were part of something special. 

Because the program was based on the concept of crowdsourcing, it allowed our students 
to learn from the experts we invited, but also from each other. As part of the peer learning 
approach, more advanced students passed on their knowledge to the ones who had just 
joined. 

Sheril Elizabeth Jose, Developer at Coolblue, 
Class of 2018.

"In every sense of the word my time here felt like 
I was part of a big family. People deeply cared for 
each other, and they still do way after the 
program was over."
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After all, we believe that teaching someone a skill is the best way to learn that skill          
yourself. 

Experiential learning, popularly referred to as learning-by-doing, is perhaps the most 
effective approach to education and our curriculum was entirely based it. At the same 
time, we wanted to make sure that our students are using their newly-acquired skills - 
from soft skills to computational thinking to actual software development - to solve 
real-world problems. Each student had to work together with at least two non-profit          
organizations, during our quarterly Impact Weeks, and build a solution to a real problem 
in order to graduate. In the past, our students worked to tell the stories of newcomers to 
the Netherlands (Nieuwe Wortels), connect engineers to solve pressing issues in the                  
developing world (Engineers without Borders), help professionals find their dream job 
(Venture Cafe Foundation), help digitize new languages (Travis Foundation) or save the 
Costa Rican rainforest (Work with Nature).

Above all, we wanted to make sure that our graduates are ready to step into the real 
world, with the ability to constantly adapt, grow, and learn, so they can be on the first line 
tackling the defining challenges of our century.

Mark Hoekstra, Partner at Deloitte Netherlands, 
Developer Partner of the Year 2019.

"Joining forces with Restart Network is something 
we are very proud of. They change lives and we, at 
Deloitte, are honored to support this mission."

Misheil Boulos, Developer at RS Finance, 
Class of 2017.

"Thank you Restart Network for helping me 
start all over, no matter how long it took you 
stayed by my side. I am grateful and proud to 
be a graduate."

Misheil Boulos, Developer at RS Finance, Class 
of 2017.

"Thank you Restart Network for helping me start 
all over, no matter how long it took you stayed by 
my side. I am grateful and proud to be a gradua-
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Thank you 

36


