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Introduction

Crowds, new schedules, heat, fireworks…these words are often associated with Walt Disney World (WDW) and other vacations and do not sound like a good fit to many families. How could this possibly be a good idea? Vacations are an important part of family bonding and growing up. The experiences I had on vacation helped me create memories with my family that have lasted a lifetime.

For example, even as adults we giggle over the time my sister, Emily, threw up on our grandma in the car. We had to stop at a waterfall to clean up Grandma and the car as best as we could. Naturally, by “we” I mean our parents, while Emily, our brother Nathan, and I played at the waterfall. This was not a picture-perfect vacation moment planned by my parents, but it became a part of the experience that has remained with us forever.

The great thing about reading a book is you can use as much or as little of it as you want. The same is true of the advice given. Every family needs to do things that work for them. I believe if you even picked this book up to look at it you must have an interest. That being said, I understand that Walt Disney World doesn’t work for everyone. This book will give you the best information I have for making a WDW vacation successful, or maybe enough to learn that it still isn’t a good fit. Your family might be better suited for a trip to the Great Smoky Mountains or any number of other cool places.

My first passion is helping families; my excitement for Disney and all it can offer is second. I hope you see the possibilities about travel and have a magical time with your family.


Before You Leave Home

Is Disney the Right Fit?

The Disney company is the world’s gold standard for customer service. Their mission is to ensure that guests have the most magical experience possible. Millions of people visit Walt Disney World every year from all over the world. The needs of each guest vary, with some having needs greater than most. Since 1971, Disney cast members have been helping to make guests with disabilities comfortable at their resort. These decades of experience allow families to enjoy the parks with as little complication as possible.

In addition to Disney’s guest services, Disney magic shouldn’t be overlooked. No, not actual hocus-pocus, but there is something real about being surrounded by the music, characters, and stories we love. For example, I was very nervous about our first trip with my son, Ben, when he was three. He is on the autism spectrum and we just didn’t know how he would react. Magic! He greeted characters, he smiled constantly, and opened up more. To this day, the only explanation I have is that surrounding him with things he enjoyed allowed him to relax a little.

As you can see, with a combination of world-class service and some pixie dust, a Disney vacation can be the right fit for every family.

Who Is This Book Written For?

One evening at Barnes and Noble, a frequent night out for my family, I was looking at the travel section and noticed the many travel guides for Walt Disney World. My family has been traveling to WDW for years, so I never really looked closely at the guidebooks before. There were guides for so many “categories,” such as kids, dining, and those on a budget, but nothing for families and individuals with special needs. That led me to check out the special needs and parenting sections…still nothing.

When we got home that night we started searching online. There were a few books that tried to fit this need, but they lacked detail and were out of date. I answer questions for families all the time about how we do WDW with Ben, but I was surprised that a travel guide didn’t already exist. Next thing I knew, I started writing this book.

Mouse Ears for Everyone is for any family that is living with a disability. Mobility issues are a challenge at WDW, but so is autism, anxiety, developmental disabilities, food allergies and eating challenges. The goal was to create a book that will help families find answers to their questions and assist them in planning a magical Disney vacation.

How to Use This Book

Mouse Ears for Everyone has three sections. The first section contains information on planning a Disney vacation. The second section focuses on navigating the parks. The third section includes information on some of the attractions outside of the park, such as Disney Springs, the water parks, and mini golf.

There are many acronyms and special terms that are specific to the disability community, and to the Disney parks and resorts. Here are some of the more common ones you’ll encounter in this book:

Disability Terms

Accessible
Safe for any mobility equipment

ADA
American Disabilities Act

ASD
Autism-Spectrum Disorder (autism)

Non-physical disability
Any disability without a physical impairment

Non-visible disability
Any disability without a physical characteristic

Typically developing (neuro-typical)
A child without a developmental disability

Sensory spot
A spot or attraction that is good for a little escape

Sensory Impact
How loud or disconcerting something is

Headphones
Noise-reducing headphones

Transfer
An attraction that requires you to move out of your wheelchair onto the ride.

Frontloading
Preparing and talking about what will be happening

Mobility issue
Disabilities that make it hard or impossible to walk, or even to move

Standard wheelchair
Not a cart or ECV, and sometimes not even a rental wheelchair

Mobility wheelchair
A larger mobile chair like a stroller needed for mobility and other needs

Stroller as a wheelchair
A traditional stroller needed for a child with a disability and has a pass from Disney with this designation

ECV
An electric cart used like a wheelchair

Disney Terms

Cast member
Any Disney employee

Backstage
Any area not open to the public

On stage
Any area open to the public

Rope drop
Being at a park just before opening

Guest
Visitor or customer

FastPass+
A reservation made to enter a ride or show that cuts down on wait times.

MyDisneyExperience
An app that allows you to make FastPasses, shows wait times, and is your digital guide to WDW.

Magic Hours
When the park is open for resort guests only

Stroller parking
An area to park strollers because they aren’t allowed on a ride or at a show

DAS (Disability Access Service)
The reservation system used for wait times if you need accommodations due to a non-visible disability

The recommendations in this book consider the needs of families and guests with disabilities for every attraction, every hotel, and many of the restaurants. I am not a food or travel critic. I will simply let you know what is available, the price point, and make recommendations based on accessibility, sensory impact, and personal experience.

Why Is All of This Necessary?

I know this is a lot of information—after all it’s a whole book! You may be like my sister and think, ‘Why can’t I just book a room and show up?’ Technically, you can, but let’s be honest: traveling to Disney is a major financial investment, so you’ll want to make sure you are getting your money’s worth. If you don’t have a plan, you spend a lot of time in lines and waste precious hours trying to figure out the best places to be for your family.

I realize there are more reservations involved in a Disney vacation than for most other destinations, but let’s all remember, with family members that require more assistance, or a specific schedule, there is more planning to go anywhere, every day.

An Overview of Walt Disney World

With 27,258 acres of land, Walt Disney World can best be described as HUGE. There are 4 theme parks, 27 Disney Resort hotels, 9 hotels that aren’t run by Disney (including the military hotel Shades of Green), 2 water parks, 4 golf courses, a shopping and entertainment district, a complete sports complex, and so much more. Because of its size, very little at the resort is a “quick walk” away.

The four major theme parks will be your main focus:


	The Magic Kingdom is the crown jewel of Walt Disney World. It’s where the iconic attractions such as Cinderella Castle, Haunted Mansion, and Pirates of the Caribbean are located.

	Epcot is two parks in one: Future World and World Showcase. The landmark is a giant “golf ball” named Spaceship Earth.

	Disney’s Hollywood Studios places you in the heart of Old Hollywood.

	Disney’s Animal Kingdom is a combination of thrill rides, shows, and a spectacular opportunities for animal observation and interaction.



The resort hotels are spread throughout the property, with many options available in terms of location, theming, and price.

Disney Springs (formally Downtown Disney) is a shopping and entertainment complex featuring a movie theater, Disney-themed and high-end shopping, a bowling alley, and a wide variety of dining options.

In addition to the parks, resorts, and Disney Springs, there are water parks, golf and mini-golf, boat rides, and even horseback riding and archery. There is no way to do it all during one vacation. Therefore, the goal of this book is to help you figure out what your family wants to see and what special needs must be considered, and then and how to manage all of that in order to have a successful vacation.


SECTION ONE
On Your Mark

Planning and Prepping for Your Vacation


Chapter one

When to Go

I hate to say it, but there really is no magic bullet for this one. There are many charts that calculate crowd levels, weather, etc., but families have many things that can direct when they are able to get away. Some of them are typical, like school and work, but sometimes the special needs a family member has to work with, like heat sensitivities or treatment schedules, dictate their calendar. Even family plans such as reunions or weddings at Disney World can decide for you. The good news is that whenever you go, policies are in place to help you have a magical time.

Crowds

Crowd levels at WDW don’t just affect lines for rides, they affect everything—food lines, traffic, bus lines, parking—and at times there are literally wall to wall people, with little room to move. There are policies to help alleviate some of that, but you will still have more to deal with as the crowd levels increase.

The rule of thumb is when school is out the parks are more crowded. Summer and holidays allow more families to travel; therefore, everything takes a little (or a lot) longer. The natural conclusion to that would be if you are able, go during school, but that can have its downsides as well.

In this chapter I’ve broken down the pros and cons of each month:

January


	Crowd: low

	Budget: better deals can be found

	Weather: cool

	Events: marathon, Martin Luther King weekend, Epcot International Festival of the Arts

	Maintenance: likely

	Weird notables: the crane is up behind the castle; it will be in pictures



February


	Crowd: low

	Budget: better deals can be found

	Weather: cool

	Events: Presidents’ Day, Epcot International Festival of the Arts

	Maintenance: likely



March


	Crowd: picking up for spring break (if Easter is in March, the weeks before and after are high)

	Budget: regular to high (based on holiday)

	Weather: warmer but not high humidity

	Events: Epcot International Flower and Garden Show, Atlanta Braves at ESPN Wide World of Sports Complex for spring break (final season at WDW is 2018)

	Maintenance: usually light



April


	Crowd: picking up for spring break

	Budget: regular to high (based on holiday)

	Weather: warmer but not high humidity (brave souls call it pool weather)

	Events: Epcot International Flower and Garden Show, spring break

	Maintenance: usually light



May


	Crowd: light

	Budget: regular

	Weather: warmer but not high humidity

	Events: Epcot International Flower and Garden Show, Memorial Day

	Maintenance: usually light



June


	Crowd: regular to higher

	Budget: regular to high (there are usually deals for early June)

	Weather: summer

	Events: school is out; if you are an area that gets out of school early, don’t wait for the end of the month



July


	Crowd: high and very high during the holiday week

	Budget: holiday high to regular high

	Weather: summer

	Events: Fourth of July

	Maintenance: usually light



August


	Crowd: regular to higher (Labor Day)

	Budget: regular to lower; there are deals to be found as school resumes

	Weather: summer, hurricane season

	Events: Labor Day, some schools back in session, Mickey’s Not So Scary Halloween Party

	Maintenance: usually light



September


	Crowd: regular to lower

	Budget: regular to lower (there are deals); check for free Disney dining

	Weather: still warm or even hot, hurricane season

	Events: Mickey’s Not So Scary Halloween Party, Epcot Food and Wine Festival

	Maintenance: more attractions are closed for repairs

	Note: If you have a child who does not enjoy Halloween, then no matter how family friendly it is (and of course it is!), I would not recommend September for your family. Why make them uneasy?



October


	Crowd: regular

	Budget: regular

	Weather: still warm, hurricane season

	Events: Mickey’s Not So Scary Halloween Party, Epcot Food and Wine Festival

	Maintenance: more attractions are closed for repair.

	Weird notables: the crane is up behind the castle, it will be in pictures.

	Note: If you have a child who does not enjoy Halloween, then no matter how family friendly it is (and of course it is!), I would not recommend September for your family. Why make them uneasy?



November


	Crowd: light (except for Thanksgiving week)

	Budget: regular (except for Thanksgiving week)

	Weather: still warm, less chance but still hurricane season

	Events: Mickey’s Very Merry Christmas Party, Epcot Food and Wine Festival, Epcot’s International Festival of the Holidays (11/19)

	Maintenance: closer to the end of the month most rides are open.

	Note: Holiday decorations start going up on the November 1, but if you want to see all of them, plan for closer to Thanksgiving.



December


	Crowd: regular to crazy high

	Budget: high

	Weather: still warm with cool nights

	Events: Mickey’s Very Merry Christmas Party, Epcot’s International Festival of the Holidays (11/19), Christmas Tree Walk, New Years Eve, special parades, fireworks, decorations, and celebrations in all four parks and Disney Springs

	Maintenance: most everything is open

	Note: I know it’s a big cliché, but it truly is “the most wonderful time of the year.” At Walt Disney World the magic of Disney and the magic of Christmas meet to become spectacular. Everything is beautifully decorated, the parades are extra special, and even the food is more festive. Having said that, I don’t recommend going the week before or after Christmas. The crowds are at the highest levels, and most days the Magic Kingdom is at capacity, which means you can enter only if you are a park guest. However, the first two weeks of December have a little extra pixie dust if you can arrange it.



Weather Patterns

If your vision of a Florida vacation includes shorts and pool time, I would not recommend traveling during the winter months; it gets cooler than you might think.

On the other hand, if the idea of the heat and humidity is not appealing at all, then you should really enjoy Orlando’s mild weather October through April.

If you are concerned about weather extremes on either side of the spectrum, I would suggest the first two weeks of May (so you miss the spring break crowds) or October and November.

Average temperatures and rainfall in Orlando, Florida (from noaa.com):


		MONTH	HIGH	LOW	RAIN

		January	71.8°	49.9°	2.43”

		February	73.9°	51.3°	2.35”

		March	78.8°	55.9°	3.54”

		April	83.0°	59.9°	2.42”

		May	88.2°	65.9°	3.74”

		June	91.0°	71.3°	7.35”

		July	92.2°	72.6°	7.15”

		August	92.0°	73.0°	6.25”

		September	90.3°	71.9°	5.76”

		October	85.0°	66.5°	2.73”

		November	78.9°	58.7°	2.32”

		December	73.3°	52.6°	2.31”



Do Days of the Week Matter?

Some experts claim to know the best days of the week to visit, but making these predictions is a crapshoot, and in any case, you sometimes can’t fine-tune your vacation to take advantage of what parks might be marginally better choices on certain days of the week. Here are some rules of thumb:


	First-timers should always start at Magic Kingdom. If you don’t, the kids will keep looking for it. They’ll complain as they look for castles that aren’t there, and so they won’t fully experience what the other three parks have to offer.

	My family is able to get up early, so we enjoy morning magic hours. If you can do it, you get a lot of the parks accomplished in that time; then, if it’s busier because everyone chose that park, go to a different one (if you have Park Hopper passes).

	I also think ending your trip at the Magic Kingdom (even if just for the evening) is the most magical and memorable finale for the vacation. Yes, my eyes mist up every time.



How Long Should We Stay?

Walt Disney World is huge. There is no way to see all of it in one vacation. But, with a little time and planning, you can usually see everything that you really wanted to.

There are a few things to consider in deciding how long you can stay:


	Travel time. How much of the time you can be away will be spent traveling? My family drives two days each way.

	Budget. Remember that there are daily expenses on top of lodging and tickets. Food, souvenirs, stroller or chair rentals, and incidentals add up quickly, plus there are usually unplanned expenses (like the Crocs we had to buy on our last trip because of blisters).

	How much do you want to see? Not everyone wants to see all four parks.



If you want to visit all four parks, I would recommend at least four days, even if you have Park Hoppers. Five or more days makes taking naps and breaks easier, and it allows for a more relaxing vacation.

Special Events

Special events occur throughout the year. Some of them might affect your decisions in picking a date.

Disney’s Marathon. First weekend of the month (after New Year’s). There are tens of thousands of runners that invade Walt Disney World for the marathon. Many of the locals even stay the night in a resort because it gives them easier access to the starting line.

Epcot International Festival of the Arts. January and February. Adding even more culture to the World Showcase is a festival celebrating art. Become a part of a famous painting, help create a mural, watch Broadway performers, take classes, and more. Then have a creative treat in one of the kiosks with art-themed treats.

NFL All-Star Game. January. The All Star Game has moved to Orlando with a multi-year agreement. The first year of that agreement is 2017, so the affect on crowd levels is unknown.

Atlanta Braves Spring Training. February and March. The Braves bring Major League Baseball to Disney World. After the 2018 season the Braves will be moving their team to a different stadium.

Epcot International Flower and Garden Show. March through May. I love this show. Epcot is at its most beautiful with the stunning flowers and topiaries. There are also food kiosks for additional small bites to eat and playgrounds that provide more sensory spots. I think this is the best time of the year for Epcot.

Mickey’s Not So Scary Halloween Party. Certain dates in August, September, and October. This is a “hard-ticket event,” which means the park closes at 7pm to guests with regular admission tickets and only guests that bought MNSSHP tickets are allowed to stay.

MNSSHP is a fun event party that allows guests of all ages to dress in (appropriate) costumes, trick or treat, enjoy themed parades, and fireworks and entertainment. Tickets are limited, so crowd size is reasonable.

If you have a ticket, you may enter Magic Kingdom at 4:00pm (or stay after 4:00pm if you’re already there) and remain until close (it will be late). Some families choose to rest at the pool, miniature golf , resort hop, or do other activities during the day, and not use a regular park ticket from your package, then enjoy the party that evening. Other families choose to be at another park for that evening and not spend more on special tickets.

The theme for this party is of course Halloween. It is very tame as far as Halloween goes, but there is a focus on the villains, people are in costume, and the parade opens with a headless horseman riding down the street. If you are traveling with someone who won’t like this, it’s probably not a good fit.

Epcot Food and Wine Festival. September through mid-November. Epcot already has a diverse selection of restaurants in the World Showcase, but during the Food and Wine Festival there are booths and kiosks that make it practically explode with options.

I wish this festival also had the playgrounds like the Flower and Garden Show, but you eat standing up, and there aren’t any specific kid activities beyond what Epcot already offers. I’m not sure I
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