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Former Ranch student spends year in Turkey on Rotary Ambassadorial Scholarship
by Jessica Sims

On July 1, I returned from a 10-month 
adventure in Istanbul, Turkey. I spent 
the year on a Rotary Ambassadorial 
Scholarship given by Rotary District 
5510 and sponsored by the local Mesa 
Baseline Club. The Ambassadorial 
Scholarship is awarded to two indi-
viduals from the Phoenix metro area 
each year to allow them to pursue 
graduate studies in another country 
while representing Rotary abroad. In 
addition to studying, Ambassadorial 
Scholars also participate in a service 
project in their host country as a way 
of positively representing both Rotary 
and the United States. My time in 
Istanbul was a life-changing mix of 
new people, travel adventures and 
appreciation for the opportunity to 
step beyond my comfort zone.

I have lived in Dobson Ranch 
since I was 6 years old. I attended 
Alma Elementary and then went on 
to Rhodes Junior High and Dobson 
High School. At Dobson I was a three 
year member of the fantastic Dobson 
Dance Company and a member of the 
2005 state champion We the People 
team. 

After graduating from Dobson I 
took the love for government that 
We the People cultivated in me all 
the way to Washington, D.C. where I 
studied international affairs at George 

Washington University. My time at 
George Washington allowed me to 
see up close the way our government 
worked domestically, but also how the 
United States represented itself over-
seas. It was my desire to interact with 
people from different backgrounds, 
and do so in a positive way that fos-
tered friendship and understanding; 
that led me to apply for the Rotary 
Ambassadorial Scholarship.

While I was in Istanbul I took both 
history and Turkish language classes 
at Bogazici University. Having never 
left my love for dancing behind, I used 
my skill set and taught free dance 
classes at my university on the week-
ends as the means to fulfill my service 
requirement for Rotary. The oppor-
tunities which stemmed from these 
dance classes were what really made 
my time in Istanbul so special. I was 
asked early in my stay if I would cho-
reograph for Bogazici’s musical, which 
they put on every year. This was a six-
month adventure that demonstrated 
just how talented and resourceful my 
Turkish peers were.

From the musical I was asked to 
dance for Bogazici’s annual dance fes-
tival and then had the opportunity to 
perform at several other universities’ 
dance festivals in the spring. While 
performing at Bogazici’s festival I was 
spotted by the dancer who had won 
Turkey’s version of “So You Think You 

Can Dance.” He then invited me to 
join him and a group of Turkish danc-
ers to do six weeks’ worth of shows 
throughout Istanbul. The experience 
of doing something so close to my 
heart with a group of Turkish dancers, 
who in no other circumstance I would 
get the chance to work with, was life-
changing. 

It was the ultimate culmination of 
the training I had received from the 
Dobson Dance Company as well as 
from my George Washington inter-
national affairs education. The bond 

I developed with these other dancers 
who were different from me in every 
respect —race, religion, economic 
class—is so strong because we shared 
a common love.

In the 10 months I stayed in Turkey 
I traveled throughout the country in 
addition to going to Germany, Greece, 
Bulgaria, Cyprus and Egypt. Yet the 
thing that will stay with me the most 
were the wonderful friendships I built 
with some great dancers and people 
on the other side of the world.
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Jessica Sims is shown at a lookout over the Bosporus Straits, which divide 
Istanbul between the European and Asian continents.




