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chapter one

The Wonderful World of Color

“Why do you want to work for Disney?”

This was the most important question of my life. My answer would determine whether I would participate in the Disney College Program. It could make my dream come true.

I took a deep breath and started to think back to the day I decided I wanted to work for Disney. I was on a surprise trip to Disneyland for the first time on my own. My best friend, Holly, was visiting the parks for the first time, and I was honored to be her tour guide. I’ve always been a huge fan of Disney, especially the theme parks. Watching Holly experience the magic for the first time is something I will never forget.

Every night at our hotel we would hear music blasting from California Adventure, with colorful lights shooting into the sky near Mickey’s Fun Wheel. We had no idea what was happening, so the very last day of our trip we decided to go see what was causing all of the commotion. We soon discovered that the music was coming from Disney’s brand new water spectacular, World of Color.

After fighting through impatient tourists and cranky children, we managed to find a spot near the front right side of the viewing area. Little did we know how much magic Disney had in store for us that night.

The lights dimmed as we waited with anticipation. Music began playing, and beautiful fountains of light and color started dancing across the bay. Reds, greens, blues, pinks, and every color you can imagine shot and twirled toward the sky. As soon as the introduction faded and Ariel appeared on a screen of water, I was in awe. I had never seen anything as amazing and beautiful as what I was seeing at that moment. My heart raced along with the Pirates of the Caribbean theme song. Lasers, lights, and fire exploded on the bay in synch with the music. I had never been in so entranced by a show in my entire life. At the very end, when Jon McLaughlin’s “So Close” began to play, tears started to form in my eyes. My entire childhood had just projected in front of me, and I realized just how big of a part Disney has been in my life.

From that moment, I knew I needed to be part of the Walt Disney Company. I needed to be part of the magic and learn how to create it for other people.

As soon as I arrived back home, I raced to my room to research possible Disney career opportunities on my laptop. After many Google searches, I came across a website called The Disney College Program. Its description was a single, eloquent sentence: “When the time of your life is life-changing.”

I soon discovered that the Disney College Program is an internship for college students in both Disneyland and Walt Disney World. Those accepted into the program would have the opportunity to live, learn, and work in one of several roles offered at both of these resorts.

Like most children, I grew up with Disney. I watched The Lion King and Aladdin more times than I could count, and going to Disneyland made me the happiest girl alive. I was very shy when I was little, and the thought of going to a Disney park was one of the few things that would coax me out of my shell. In 8th grade, I worked on a year-long project that included a report and presentation all about Walt Disney. I learned so much about his life and what he experienced to accomplish his dreams that he became one of my biggest role models and inspirations.

When I was a freshman in high school, I got to travel to Walt Disney World for the very first time. I was blown away by its size in comparison to Disneyland. The fact that you had to take a bus or monorail to go to each park was such a strange concept! I was used to simply walking from Disneyland to California Adventure in a matter of seconds; traveling from Magic Kingdom to Epcot on a bus or monorail was such a strange concept. Unfortunately, we only had three days to explore all four parks before going on our Disney cruise.

I never would have guessed that the next time I’d visit Walt Disney World would be five years later as a cast member.


chapter two

Preparing for the Application

As soon as I decided to apply to the Disney College Program, I began researching the various elements of the application, the different roles available, the classes offered, and the apartment options. College Program blogs and videos were my new obsession. I wanted to absorb all of the advice from previous cast members like a sponge. If someone on YouTube mentioned a tip about the application process, I scribbled it in my journal. I wrote a list of the top roles I was interested in, and explanations for each position. I created a list of pros and cons for each apartment complex, and even started to consider which park I wanted to work in during the internship. It consumed my dreams, both day and night, for an entire year before I was even able to apply.

There are two options for the Disney College Program location: Walt Disney World in Florida and the Disneyland Resort in California. You’re allowed to choose one or the other, with the second as a backup, if you wish. Since I had experienced Disney World only once in my life, I decided to apply only for the internship option in Orlando. That program also accepts a much larger percent of individuals in comparison to Disneyland, giving me a better shot at getting in. Disney World also offered a specific marketing seminar not available in the Anaheim program, but I’ll explain more about that later.

Applicants have three different options for program lengths. You can choose between working in the spring (January to May) or the fall (August to December). Both spring and fall have “advantage” options, which let you stay and work over the summer in addition to the original five months. There is also a quarter program, for students who attend colleges that do not run on the semester system. I chose the regular spring semester, since I was about to transfer schools a few months after returning from my program.

Various roles are offered as jobs during the internship, and you can indicate your level of interest (if any) for each when you apply. In the end, I decided that merchandise, attractions, and hotel concierge were my top three choices. Merchandise includes gift shops in the parks, as well as shops in Downtown Disney and in the resorts. Attractions means working at either a ride or show in one of the parks, and hotel concierge is part of the front desk cast members in the resorts. My “low interest” role choices were housekeeping, quick service food and beverage, custodial, and transportation. I put at least some interest in every single job offered during the program. I was willing to take any role they’d give me.

I decided on these top three role choices after a thorough investigation on blogs, websites, and YouTube videos. One blog that helped me understand the lifestyle of a college program participant, and actually inspired me to write my own blog about my program, is DCP Dreams Come True. It contains extremely detailed posts about moving to Florida, training, living situations, and what it’s like to live in Walt Disney World. A cast member named Ashley, who participated in the Fall Advantage program in 2012 in quick service food and beverage, wrote all of the posts. During her program, she wrote about what it was like to work in outdoor food carts in the Magic Kingdom as well as at Epcot’s Food and Wine Festival. Even though food and beverage was one of my low interest roles, Ashley’s detailed descriptions made me even more excited to apply and participate in the program.

I already had a blog called The Disney Den, where I would post fun and interesting facts about Disney. When I decided to include the DCP as part of my blog, I added a site on Tumblr to use as an extension. Tumblr allowed me to connect with other potential participants who wanted to apply to the DCP at the same time as I did; it was nice talking to other people with the same dream. It also made me nervous. With the DCP rapidly growing in popularity, I realized that competition for its limited spots would be even fiercer than I had anticipated.

YouTube was very handy for learning about the DCP. There are endless video blogs with past and present cast members explaining their experiences and telling their stories. Disney even has their own YouTube channel dedicated to the DCP, including role description videos and advice from past participants about what it’s like to move away from home, money management, and packing. Kelsie Doing Disney was the most helpful channel that I stumbled upon. She was a PhotoPass Photographer in Magic Kingdom and always uploaded helpful video advice about small details that many other YouTubers seemed to skim over. She had useful suggestions about how to ace the phone interview, what it was like to get up extremely early for check-in, homesickness, and how she enjoyed her days off from work. These kinds of videos also inspired me to start my own video blog of my experience during the college program, which I decided not to start until after I had applied.

As I was searching through Tumblr and YouTube, I noticed many past participants talked about the Disney College Program Facebook group. I decided to take matters into my own hands and search “Disney College Program Spring 2013” online. Sure enough, there was a group made just for applicants like myself! I requested to be added into the group, and as soon as I was accepted I religiously scrolled through the posts and statuses to see the kind of people I might meet during the program. It was amazing to see so many other Disney fans aiming for the same goal.

A few months before Disney opened the applications process, my friend Sara decided that she wanted to participate in the program as well. I was ecstatic! I was a little worried about the moving away from home all the way across the country for the first time by myself, but if Sara was accepted with me, we would be able to share this amazing journey together. I added her to the Facebook group page, and we quickly began making new friends before the applications opened up to the public. We even started to keep an eye out for potential roommates. Doesn’t hurt to start early, right?

After a few weeks of getting to know people in the Facebook group, there were rumors swirling about when the applications would finally drop. Disney never announces the actual opening date, but instead gives an estimated time frame for each application period. In the previous year, the applications opened during Labor Day weekend in September, so we were all anxious to see if the same would happen for the Spring 2013 applications. Finally, word got out that an official date had been chosen. On Thursday, September 6, the applications would open for everyone.

I couldn’t wait.


chapter three

The Application

My alarm went off at seven in the morning, and my stomach immediately fluttered with anticipation. I jumped out of bed and hopped in my desk chair, nearly flinging my laptop open out of excitement. I hurriedly clicked on the web browser, typed in the DCP website, and smiled. There it was: the open application.

Today is the day, I thought. Today is the day I apply to the Disney College Program.

I didn’t have time to apply right then, since I had class that morning. I was fidgety throughout calculus and couldn’t focus on economics. I would constantly look at the clock and count down the minutes until each class was over. As soon as my professor finished explaining weather patterns in physical geography, I bolted out the door, to the parking lot, and into my car to drive to Sara’s house. The internet connection in my house was unreliable and would drop at random moments, so we decided to apply together at her place.

When I arrived at Sara’s house, I said hello to her mom and made a beeline to Sara’s room. She had already submitted the first part of her application, but was still waiting for the email to invite her to the second portion. I plopped on her bed and opened the application, ready to finally start applying to the DCP.

The first part of the application asked for basic information, such as my name, which college I attend, my major, and my previous job experience. The next step required me to choose the Disney resort where I wanted to work and whether spring or spring advantage. I decided to only apply for spring in Walt Disney World, since I needed to come back over the summer and I’ve been to Disneyland multiple times. Florida was calling my name; I needed to return!

After I chose which term and which resort, I needed to rank each job role with my level of interest. As I previously mentioned, my “high interest” roles were merchandise, attractions, and hotel concierge, while my “low interest” roles were housekeeping, transportation, and quick service food and beverage. I didn’t put any roles as “no interest” because I wanted every window of opportunity open to increase my chance of getting accepted into the program.

Ranking roles was the last part of the basic application. With great anticipation, I clicked submit and I was finished! The next part was the hardest: waiting. Applying on the day the application opens is definitely a huge waiting game. Since the website was bombarded with applicants at the same time, the system was slow to register everyone and send confirmation emails. Sara and I ended up waiting about an hour and a half for our confirmation emails, which were quickly followed with invitations to participate in the next section: the web-based interview.

The web-based interview was basically a personality test. It asked me questions such as whether I’m an outgoing person, whether I’m generally happy, whether I prefer to work alone or in groups, and whether I enjoy a fast- or slow-paced work environment. You had less than a minute to answer each question on a scale of “strongly agree” to “strongly disagree”. I was nervous, since succeeding on this portion of the application would advance me to the phone interview, the most important component. If I didn’t give Disney the “right” answers, I’d be thanked for my time and sent on my way. The online interview took me around 40 minutes, and as soon as I was finished, I was immediately invited for a phone interview.

A majority of applicants pass the web-based interview, but I do know some people who did not.. My advice is to answer with strong opinions. Most of the people who were not invited to the phone interview answered many of the online questions with “neutral”. If you’re neutral about many aspects of your personality, how is Disney going to know if you’re a qualified candidate for the job? Keep in mind the type of people Disney would like to have work for them (confident, energetic, professional individuals), but also answer truthfully about yourself and your personality. If you don’t pass the web interview, you can always try again during the next application period. Some people don’t get accepted until their second or even third try.

We received the invitation to schedule our phone interview ten minutes after completing the web-based interview. After battling with a frustratingly over-populated website, I scheduled mine for the following Monday at 6:15 pm, while Sara’s was the day after at 2:00 pm.

It was the longest four days of my life.


chapter four

Phone Interview

The days in between the application and my phone interview seemed to go by as slow as the line for Space Mountain during the holidays. More and more applicants were posting in the Facebook group about how their interviews went, what questions they were asked, and the duration of the interviews. Every night I studied a list of sample questions I found online and practiced my answers both in my head and out loud. I asked my parents for their opinion about some of my answers, and I brainstormed questions to ask my interviewer.

I woke up Monday morning with knots in my stomach. This was the day I would seal my fate. There was no possible way I could concentrate on the two classes I had that day, which were thankfully over by noon. The only problem left was trying to occupy my time and my mind while waiting for 6:15 pm to roll around.

The five-hour waiting process consisted of listening to Disney music, attempting to distract myself on the internet, studying my sample questions, talking to my mom, and playing the piano. The piano helped occupy my hands, since otherwise I was a nervous wreck. Around the 30-minute mark, I locked myself in my room and began pacing back and forth, constantly staring at my phone. I tried to release some of my nervous energy through writing in my journal, but ten minutes before the phone was supposed to ring I stopped and committed myself to solely pacing beside my desk.

I looked at the clock: 6:09.

More pacing.

Looked again: 6:11.

I couldn’t handle it; the moment I’ve been anticipating for over a year is going to arrive in a matter of minutes.

Suddenly, the phone rang.

I looked down and saw a blocked caller ID, which meant only one thing: Disney.

I took a deep breath and answered the phone. A woman named Christine introduced herself and asked me about my day. She also asked about my first year in college, since I was a second year when I applied. After kind of breaking the ice, she began, “Why do you want to work for Disney?”

I had rehearsed this answer to the point of perfection by the time of my interview, and each subsequent question she asked me was one that I had either read in my study guide or heard about from someone in the Facebook group. She asked about my work preferences (indoor/outdoor, fast/slow pace), whether I had experience with cash, whether I’d spoken in front of a large group before, and whether I’ve lived with roommates. I felt confident about everything she was throwing at me, until she asked, “If you were a merchandise cast member, how would you make someone’s experience magical?”

I froze. This wasn’t anywhere in my notes. I wasn’t sure exactly what to say, because in my head I thought it all depends on the situation, so I couldn’t get myself to respond with anything specific. I slowly replied, “I would go out of my way to make sure the guests received above and beyond customer service and exceed all of their expectations.”

I breathed a sigh of relief when we moved on to the next question, which was how I would handle an emergency. The rest of the interview went smoothly, and Christine reminded me that since I put some level of interest for every single role, I could have a chance at any of those roles. I acknowledged the possibility and answered her questions about the Disney Look. She asked if I had any tattoos that would be visible outside of a one-piece bathing suit, any piercings, or unnaturally dyed hair. After this, Christine asked if I had any questions, which was my queue to ask the questions I had thought of while I was practicing over the previous few days.

I asked her about the various languages I might encounter if I participated in the program, as well as recommended classes that could help with my degree as a marketing major. She told me that all different languages from around the world come to the parks, so it’s hard to pinpoint some specifically, and she recommended the Exploring Marketing seminar I was planning on taking, as well as a couple other courses they offer during the program.

After she answered my questions, the interview came to a close. Christine explained to me that she has zero control over the acceptance process. All of her notes just get transferred to the group that is in charge of choosing who will be accepted into the program. I told her I understood, thanked her for everything, said goodbye, hung up the phone, and took a deep breath.

“YES!!”

I spun around and opened my bedroom door. My mom was beaming. Apparently she had listened to my entire interview and exclaimed that I had done a wonderful job. I was a little embarrassed, but more than anything I was relieved. I had finished the most important part of my application.

Now all I could do was wait. Again.


chapter five

The Waiting Game

My mind was at ease for the next couple of weeks, but I was still anxious to hear back from Disney as soon as possible. I rooted Sara on through text messages right before she had her phone interview the next day. She didn’t feel as confident after her interview as I had felt after mine, but I knew she blew it out of the water.

We posted a joint roommate survey on the Facebook group to start keeping an eye out for people to potentially room with during the program. (See the appendix for a copy of the survey.) As a result of the survey, we met some of our closest friends, even though we ended up not rooming together. Katie and Giselle were the first two that we really hit it off with. We bonded over Harry Potter and favorite Disney movies. Like myself and Sara, Katie and Giselle had been best friends for years. Meriem and Emily were two other girls we connected with rather quickly through the roommate surveys, also through our mutual love for Harry Potter and Disney. These four girls were the first true friends I made through the Facebook group, so they were naturally our first choices for roommates if we all got accepted.

However, this was the problem. Everyone was so excited to post roommate surveys, meet other people, and make new friends that we all kind of forgot a huge detail: we weren’t entirely sure we were all actually doing the program yet. Any day one of us could get an email from Disney with a heartbreaking sentence, “Thank you for applying, but unfortunately your application is no longer in consideration.” This haunted us.

During the agonizing waiting period, I uploaded a video blog discussing my phone interview process. This also opened new doors to meeting new people who wanted to do the program, and it was my first step toward helping others learn more about the DCP and what they need to do when they apply. I absolutely loved helping people learn more about the college program, even though I was still learning much about it myself. I also began making friends with fellow applicants on Tumblr. This is how I met Christine.

Christine and I started talking through our Disney blogs. We were both so incredibly excited to potentially participate in the program and anxious to hear back from Disney. Christine’s biggest dream was to be part of Disney’s entertainment. More than anything, she wanted to be a character performer. Attractions and Bibbiti Bobbiti Boutique were also in her top roles, but overall entertainment was her ultimate goal. We talked about how I wanted to work in Hollywood Studios, and she told me about her audition for entertainment. She was the first really close friend I made through Tumblr, and we later grew closer through Facebook.

On September 18, 2012, I went through my normal routine of getting up early for school. I anxiously checked my email, hoping to see some sort of news from Disney waiting in my inbox. Several people had been receiving their acceptance emails over the past couple of days, which kept me at the edge of my seat whenever I logged on to my computer. Seeing all of these fellow applicants have their dreams come true was inspiring, but it also made me a little uneasy. Why hadn’t I received any news yet? Where was my invitation to come work in Walt Disney World?

After another disappointing look into my inbox, I snatched my backpack and got in my car to start driving to class. As I crossed over my town’s border and approached the freeway overpass, my phone started to ring. Odd, it’s eight in the morning. Who would be calling me at such an early hour?

I glanced at my cell and noticed it was Sara. Assuming she was going to ask me a question about school, I answered and put her on speaker.

“What’s up?”

“I GOT ACCEPTED!!!!” she shrieked.

My jaw dropped, “You WHAT?!”

“I’M OFFICIALLY DOING THE DISNEY COLLEGE PROGRAM!! I’m dancing around campus I’m so excited!”

My mind started racing, “Oh my gosh! I’m so happy for you!! What role did you get?”

“That’s the funny part. I got quick service food and beverage.” This was the one role we weren’t really looking forward to doing, since it wasn’t what we would expect to do
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