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The Japan ICU Foundation (JICUF) is committed to expanding access to higher education for students with

refugee backgrounds. Central to the Foundation’s work is the development of education pathways — safe and

structured avenues through which displaced youth can move from a first country of asylum to a third country

through educational opportunities. These pathways provide not only access to higher education, but also

protection, stability, and the foundation for meaningful, long-term careers.

This report traces how the Foundation became engaged in refugee higher education and examines the

evolution of its programs over the past decade.

For the purposes of this report, the term “refugees” is used broadly to refer to people with refugee

backgrounds, including but not limited to individuals who have been formally recognized as refugees.
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About This Report



The Japan ICU Foundation (JICUF) is a non-profit organization founded in New York in 1949. Its purpose 

was to raise funds to build a university committed to Christian ideals, academic freedom and peace in the

devastation of post-WWII Japan. Over the decades, JICUF has supported the growth of International

Christian University (ICU) into one of Japan’s leading liberal arts institutions. That founding mission —

educating global citizens committed to peace and human dignity—now shapes JICUF’s work to expand

access to higher education for refugees. 

JICUF’s engagement in refugee higher education began in 2016 with the conception of the Syrian Scholars

Initiative (SSI), Japan’s first privately funded university sponsorship program for refugee students. Launched

in partnership with ICU and the Japan Association for Refugees (JAR), SSI recruited displaced Syrian

students directly from Turkey and supported them through degree completion at ICU. Between 2018 and

2022, seven students were admitted — one more than initially planned — despite disruptions caused by the

COVID-19 pandemic. SSI ultimately spanned nine years from initial recruitment to the graduation of the final

cohort.

Executive Summary

Beyond its direct impact on students’ lives, SSI proved influential at a global level. It demonstrated that higher

education could function as a complementary pathway for refugee protection in Asia, a region where such

pathways had been limited. The initiative attracted the attention of the Office of the United Nations High

Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), leading to JICUF’s participation in international policy discussions

and its role as a founding member of the Global Task Force on Third Country Education Pathways.

JICUF’s work expanded significantly following Russia’s invasion of Ukraine in 2022. In partnership with ICU

and Pathways Japan (PJ), JICUF launched the Japan-Ukraine University Pathways (JUUP) program within

weeks of the invasion. JUUP rapidly grew into a nationwide, inter-university initiative, recruiting 60 Ukrainian

students for 14 universities in its first year and more in subsequent cycles. This unprecedented collaboration

among Japanese universities led JICUF to establish the Japan Education Pathways Network (JEPN), a

platform for sharing best practices, addressing common challenges, and advocating for refugee education.

Recognizing the central role of language acquisition in student success, JICUF has also invested in Pathways

Japan’s Japanese Language School Pathways (JLSP) program, supporting refugee access to intensive

Japanese language education as a foundation for higher education and employment. As of December 2025,

more than 150 students from Syria, Afghanistan, and Ukraine have been recruited through the program.

Today, JICUF’s refugee education work is consolidated under the Refugee Education Japan initiative. As of

March 2026, the Foundation administers the Japan Education Pathways (JEP) program, supports language-

school-to-university pipelines, co-leads the Global Task Force on Third Country Education Pathways, and

serves as secretariat for JEPN. Through advocacy, partnerships, and program innovation, JICUF works to

address persistent barriers to refugee higher education, including funding constraints, rigid admissions

requirements, and the need for psychosocial and employment support.

JICUF’s experience demonstrates that welcoming refugee students is not an act of charity, but an investment

in academic excellence, global understanding, and shared human dignity. Refugee students bring resilience,

motivation, and cross-cultural insight that enrich university communities and strengthen societies. As

displacement continues worldwide, JICUF remains committed to expanding sustainable education pathways

and working with partners in Japan, Asia, and beyond to ensure that talent and potential are not lost to conflict.
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JICUF was founded in New York in 1949, when Christian educators in Japan and the United States came

together to establish a university in Japan dedicated to peace and reconciliation in the aftermath of a

devastating war. JICUF coordinated fundraising efforts in the US, while parallel efforts were undertaken in

Japan. International Christian University (ICU) was established in 1949 and the first  students enrolled in

1953 after the Japanese government authorized ICU as an incorporated educational institution. Over the

past seven decades, ICU has developed into a leading liberal arts institution, with alumni thriving in all

corners of the world.

The Japan ICU Foundation (JICUF) is committed to expanding access to higher education for students

with refugee backgrounds.  At the first Global Refugee Forum in 2019 and again at the second Forum in

2023, JICUF pledged to work toward increasing the number of refugee students enrolled in Japanese

higher education institutions. This commitment is rooted in the Foundation’s origins during one of the

darkest periods in U.S.–Japan relations and in its enduring belief in the power of education to change the

world for the better.

JICUF and ICU share a core mission: to nurture global citizens who contribute to humankind with a firm

commitment to peace. Since the first entering class, all students have signed a pledge affirming the

principles of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. It is this shared focus on peace and human rights

that eventually led JICUF to consider supporting refugee students.

Introduction

2026

At the time, more than five million Syrians had been displaced, most living in neighboring countries such

as Turkey, Lebanon, and Jordan.    Many young people lacked access to basic education, let alone

higher education. Given the shared origins and values of JICUF and ICU, it seemed only natural for the

two institutions to work together to offer educational opportunities to some of the world’s most

vulnerable youth.

JICUF reached a turning point in 2015 under new leadership and staff.  As the Foundation’s endowment

grew, the team gained the flexibility to launch new initiatives aligned with JICUF’s mission. One idea began

to take shape in 2016, at the height of the Syrian Civil War: what if JICUF created a scholarship program

for displaced Syrian students to study at ICU?

JICUF staff reached out to the Japan Association for Refugees (JAR), a leading refugee protection

NGO in Japan, to explore the idea. Coincidentally, JAR had just launched a pilot program to admit six

Syrian students to Japanese language schools and welcomed the opportunity to partner with a university

on scholarships for higher education.

________________

United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (2017, June) Global Report 2016. 

https://webarchive.archive.unhcr.org/+/

https://reporting.unhcr.org/sites/default/files/gr2016/pdf/Book_GR_2016_ENGLISH_complete.pdf 
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