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Introduction

I fell in love with Walt Disney World on our first family trip in 2008, when our children were tiny and their wonder felt larger than life.

Sometimes, as it turns out, the magic is real.

Many trips later, that love for the Mouse has blossomed into a full-time career as an author and Disney travel agent. And while our daughter and son are now teenagers, and more inclined to choose a ride on Space Mountain over Peter Pan’s Flight, their enthusiasm for our vacations has never wavered in the years since they first hummed along to “It’s a Small World.” Walt Disney World has become our family’s home away from home—familiar, yet still full of endless delights that surprise and astound us.

And like any home, our loyalty gets tested on occasion. For while I dearly love the drop on Splash Mountain, eating Dole Whips in Adventureland, meeting Goofy on Main Street U.S.A., and ending our night by watching fireworks explode over Cinderella Castle, I don’t love long lines, crowds, paying too much for meals and feeling overwhelmed by the need to micromanage what’s supposed to be a family vacation.

If you’re here because you’re stressed about any of those things: welcome. You’ve come to the right place. Planning a Walt Disney World vacation—particularly in the months following the opening of Star Wars: Galaxy’s Edge—should be exciting, and not scary. The key is to take things step-by-step.

My aim for this planning guide is simple: by the end of your trip, I want you to love Walt Disney World as much as my family does, and the way to do that is to avoid the traps so many first-time and repeat visitors fall into—either by preparing too little, and getting blindsided upon your arrival in the parks, or by planning too much and forgetting to have fun in the process.

Over the years, I’ve researched and perfected proven methods for minimizing wait times while touring the four theme parks, discovered which resort accommodations offer the best perks and most desirable amenities, learned how to score the hardest-to-get Walt Disney World dining reservations, and arrived at some simple tricks for sticking to a budget when you’re in a place that seems designed, at every turn, to take your money. And much, much more.

And now I’d love to share what I’ve learned with you.

What This Book Isn’t

While I’d love to give you a rundown of each ride, attraction, and show to be enjoyed at Walt Disney World, this book will avoid lengthy descriptions of most attractions out of a simple need to streamline the content. Instead, I’ll encourage you to peruse the Disney website to explore the various attractions, or visit YouTube to capture an up-close look at other Walt Disney World experiences.

What I will do is tell you the most efficient way to tour the attractions in each park, and which experiences to prioritize, and when.

This book isn’t going to reflexively parrot Disney’s notion of what a successful Walt Disney World vacation looks like, either. While I am a Disney fan, and loyal to the parks, I also have my issues and critiques. So if I think there’s something you can skip, and save some money in the process, I’ll say so, without reservation.

Ride vs Attraction

What’s the difference between a Walt Disney World ride and attraction, anyway? While these terms are often used inter- changeably, I use the word ride when I’m talking about an attraction guests board that moves in some way. While all Walt Disney World rides are Disney attractions, not all attractions are Disney rides.

For instance, the Enchanted Tiki Room at Magic Kingdom is an attraction, but not a ride, since guests sit in a room watching an animatronic performance. It’s a small distinction, but one that provides some nuance.

Just don’t ask me to categorize the classic Magic Kingdom stage show, Carousel of Progress. Guests sit in a theater, so it must be an attraction, right? But wait—the theater rotates throughout the show, meaning the guests are technically moving!

I suppose there’s an exception to everything.

The Four Theme Parks

Although there’s a lot more to Walt Disney World than just the four theme parks, they remain most vacationers’ touring priority when visiting Orlando. So let’s get familiar with them.

Magic Kingdom  is what usually springs to mind when people think about Walt Disney World, with nostalgic Main  Street backed by the soaring spires of Cinderella Castle. And for good reason! Magic Kingdom was the first park to open in 1971, and endures today as the most popular Disney theme park in the world, drawing 21 million annual visitors through its gates. There are far more attractions here than at any other Walt Disney World destination, distributed throughout six classic lands: Main Street, U.S.A., Tomorrowland, Fantasyland, Liberty Square, Frontierland, and Adventureland. For young children—and the young-at-heart—there is simply no place in all of Walt Disney World that exerts the same attraction or pull, and for parents of young kids, you may count on spending 40–50% of your time at this most magical destination, which boasts the ultimate in rides, Disney character meet-and-greets, parades, fireworks, shopping, and dining.

Epcot (Experimental Prototype Community of Tomorrow) was the next park built on Walt Disney World property, in 1982, and remains a sentimental favorite with many guests. Why? Maybe it has something to do with the fact that Walt Disney intended for Epcot to be a functional city, drawing on American innovation and new technology to create a kind of modern utopia. Although he died before construction began, you can see Walt’s original mission take shape in Future World, where design, human aspiration, and the living sciences come together to create dynamic worlds of imagi- nation and play. But Epcot has another half, situated across from the giant “golf ball” that’s so iconic to the park: World Showcase. Here you can explore a kind of permanent World’s Fair throughout unique pavilions paying tribute to eleven countries’ cultures, all situated around a tranquil lagoon from which fireworks explode each night. World Showcase may be light on rides, but it’s the best place in any theme park to just relax and enjoy a good meal, all while soaking up a rich, vibrant atmosphere.
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	Walt Disney’s sketches of Mickey Mouse, taken from One Man’s Dream in Disney’s Hollywood Studios.



Disney’s Hollywood Studios is the destination that’s seen the greatest evolution from its opening day in 1989, from being the theme park that boasted a functional production studio with a backlot guests could tour, to its present incarnation as a destination that celebrates artistic achievements in film, television, music, and theater. Coming on the heels of Toy Story Land’s 2018 inauguration, 2019’s opening of Star Wars: Galaxy’s Edge exploded expectations for what a theme park experience could offer its guests. While I’m impressed by Hollywood Studios’ recent growth and awed by its Imagineers’ vision, I love it most for its beautiful evocation of 1930s–1950s Hollywood, with all the attendant glamour and spectacle that image conjures.

Disney’s Animal Kingdom was the last Walt Disney World park to open, in 1998. It’s themed around the worlds of wildlife and habitat conservation, with a spectacular safari experience that’s the next best thing to crossing the savannas of Africa yourself. Once dubbed a “half-day park” due to a relative paucity of rides, the unveiling of Pandora: The World of Avatar in 2017 has changed all that, opening the floodgates to new visitors keen to claim a role in this highly imaginative, uniquely Disney dreamscape. The park has always been a favor- ite of children who love the wildlife trails and the excellent, Broadway-style shows. To my mind, Animal Kingdom is the most magnificently themed of all Walt Disney parks and is certainly deserving of the new love and attention being lavished on it.

What about the other destinations found throughout the Walt Disney World resort? We’ll get to those in due course.

Getting Started

Enough introductions! After all, it was Walt Disney himself who once said: “The way to get started is to quit talking and begin doing.”

Let’s get doing.

Let’s plan your Walt Disney World vacation.


Step One

Choosing the Length and Dates of Your Trip

When should you visit Walt Disney World for the best possible vacation experience? And what’s the ideal length of stay for most travelers?

First, a reality check: if you have kids who can’t miss school for a trip to Walt Disney World, your choice of travel times will be limited. That’s not to say you should take your kids out of school so that they can enjoy a less crowded vaca- tion experience. Missing school is a personal choice every family must make. But with a smart touring strategy (discussed in Step Ten), you can accomplish nearly everything you want to at all four theme parks—even during the busiest week of the year.

Now let’s take a closer look at a subject of great concern to most Walt Disney World vacationers: park crowds.

Crowds

Nobody wants to spend a costly vacation standing in line. (Even if Disney’s queues are the best-themed, and well air-con- ditioned, in the world.) So when should you plan a trip that skirts the 90-minute wait for Space Mountain? The answer isn’t as obvious as it used to be, as Disney has grown quite adept at spreading out its crowds through the touring seasons. That’s ultimately a good thing, because it means that some of its busier times, like summer, have become a little less so of late.

Yet distinctions still exist between slow and busy weeks at Walt Disney World. First, let’s discuss the absolute worst times to visit Walt Disney World, in terms of crowds:

Christmas/New Year’s Week. This is Walt Disney World’s busiest week. To manage crowd flow, Magic Kingdom will occasionally close its gates. If you’ve always wanted to know what it would feel like to be trapped inside a champagne bottle—just squeeze yourself between twenty of your favorite strangers at Epcot on New Year’s Eve, waiting for the fireworks to pop.

Spring Break. Because of schools’ differing spring break schedules, Disney World will see an influx of crowds starting the second week of March and peaking Easter week.

July 4. The busiest weekend of the summer season.

Early November. The overlap of the Wine & Dine Half Marathon, Jersey Week, and Epcot’s Food & Wine Festival makes this a surprisingly busy time at Walt Disney World.

Thanksgiving. Not as bad as Christmas week, but bad enough. Guests begin streaming into the parks on the Monday before Thanksgiving and often stay until the Sunday beyond.

Three-Day Weekends. A lot of people think Martin Luther King Jr., Presidents’ Day, and Columbus Day weekends are perfect opportunities to squeeze in a quick Disney vacation. Again—a lot of people think this.

So when are the best times to visit for lighter crowds? Historically, these weeks have seen lower attendance at Walt Disney World:


	Late January to early February

	Late February to early March

	Late April to mid-May

	Late August

	September

	Mid-November

	The first two weeks of December



If I had to pick a single best time to visit Walt Disney world for low crowds, I’d pick the month of September. Here’s an important caveat, though: in the past two years, even the “low crowd” seasons have seen a surprising influx of guests, which makes future prognostications difficult. This is especially true with the opening of Star Wars: Galaxy’s Edge in 2019. So what does all this mean for you? Weigh other factors into your decision-making process more than park attendance. Because right now, people are going to Walt Disney World in record numbers—at every time of the year.
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   Big Thunder Mountain Railroad will develop some of Magic Kingdom’s longest lines on busier days.



Weather

Maybe you’ve heard, but it gets hot in Orlando.

Starting in May, temperatures climb into the 90s and stay there, with few reprieves, until the end of September brings a modicum of relief. Florida’s humidity adds another (oppressive) layer to the story. In fact, word has gotten around that summer touring at Walt Disney World’s theme parks—where you may walk 6–10 miles a day—presents some unique challenges, which may partially explain recent summers’ lower attendance numbers.

It does get hot in the parks. It will drain you. I’ve been to Walt Disney World in August and I can attest that you do, in fact, sweat through your clothes within the first half-hour of park touring. Here’s the silver lining, though: Disney World is not Six Flags or Busch Gardens. You will spend a lot more time in air-conditioned queues, stores, and restaurants than you do at other theme parks. This goes a long way toward making a summer trip bearable. It also helps to take a mid-afternoon break at your resort during the hottest time of the day, when— strangely enough—the parks’ lines are also longest.

The upside to Orlando’s tropical latitude is that you can swim at your resort year-round—though doing so demands a hardier constitution in December and January, when evening temperatures can drop into the forties. This is a big boon to spring breakers eager to soak up that beautiful Florida sunshine after enduring those dark, frigid winters up north. Granted, one of Walt Disney World’s water parks will usually close for refurbishment during the winter season, but the other one will remain open for guests requiring their quota of lazy river time.

Note: The heart of Florida’s hurricane season runs from late August to early November. While it is inherently riskier to book a vacation during this time, remember that Disney has only closed its theme parks about once per decade due to hurricane activity. You will see a high volume of thunderstorms during any summer visit, though. Be sure to purchase travel insurance for extra peace of mind.

Park Hours

An often overlooked consideration when planning a Walt Disney World vacation is how long the parks remain open each night. Disney carefully calibrates park hours to match the expected number of visitors each day. It simply doesn’t make financial sense for them to keep Magic Kingdom open until midnight at the beginning of February, when crowds are sparser. Yet for Christmas week, and during spring break, it’s essential to keep the parks running from early in the morning until late at night to placate guests—from families with young kids who will do most of their park touring early in the day, to couples or families with teens who might be most eager for a nighttime park experience.

What this means for you depends a lot on your sleeping habits. But hypothetically, it’s possible to get just as much done during a “high-volume” week such as spring break, or Thanksgiving, as it is during a slower time of the year. You’ll simply want to take advantage of the extended morning and nighttime park hours, while escaping the worst of the crowds in the heart of the day for some much needed pool or nap time.  If you’re a late riser, it’s going to be challenging to do everything you want during low-volume times when the parks may close as early as 8:00 in the evening. Alternatively, if you’re an early bird who conks out at 9:00 each night, bear in mind that you’re not likely to find those 1:00am Magic Kingdom closing times very valuable.

It’s also worth mentioning that Disney will typically feature more entertainment options during its busier times of the year: this means more parades, more firework shows, and more live entertainment for you to enjoy, in spite of the heavier crowds.

Note: Although Disney will release its park hours six months in advance of your stay, these are estimates only. Hours aren’t solidified until a couple weeks before a visit, making long- range planning tricky. That being said, closing times change more frequently than openings, and are almost always pushed back, allowing visitors more time to enjoy that park’s entertainment. Epcot’s park hours are least prone to changes. Magic Kingdom’s evening hours are the most frequently expanded.

Ride Refurbishments

With four theme parks—and dozens of attractions to enjoy— it’s not likely you’ll plan a trip to Walt Disney World around the closure of a single ride. Yet it’s worth looking up scheduled attraction refurbishments so you can adjust your—and your children’s—expectations accordingly. If you’ve been looking at online ride videos with your kids to ramp up their excitement in advance of your trip, you don’t want them feeling crestfallen when they finally arrive at Magic Kingdom, only to find that Splash Mountain is closed during the duration of your stay.

Special Events

One of the reasons crowds are up during historically slower weeks is that Disney has grown innovative in creating novel, exciting reasons to explore the Walt Disney World resort during every month of the year. Whether it’s a festival, a special night- time party, or a runDisney event, even park veterans are finding interesting ways to make Walt Disney World feel “new” again. And if this is your first trip to Walt Disney World, where everything is new, there could still be something listed below that catches your eye and makes the difficult choice of when to visit an easier one.

January. Falling shortly after New Year’s, marathon weekend is the biggest runDisney event of the year, with races being run from Thursday through Sunday. Are you a runner? Need a reason to start? There’s no motivation like running your first 5K, 10K, half marathon, or full marathon through a Disney theme park, with beloved Disney characters cheering you on. Not able to make it in January? Check the runDisney website (rundisney.com) for other races scheduled throughout the year.

January/February. The Epcot International Festival of the Arts is a rare opportunity to immerse yourself in Disney’s storied past, with curated art exhibits featuring the work of real Disney Imagineers, workshops and seminars for guests to participate in, and a bevy of impressive musical performances featuring authentic Broadway talent. This is a newer event for Disney—and one that’s already made a big splash.

March/May. I make no bones about it: Epcot is my favorite park. And there is no better time to appreciate its special beauty than during the International Flower & Garden Festival. To mark the start of spring, thousands of flowers will bloom to life across Epcot’s stunning gardens, fanciful topiaries, and special educational venues, with numerous opportunities to get your own hands dirty via seminars and demonstrations. Another perk of the Flower & Garden Festival is that over time, it’s evolved into a smaller version of autumn’s popular Food & Wine Festival, meaning springtime guests can also sample delicious food throughout World Showcase at the many outdoor kitchen booths. You might enjoy a favorite musical act during desig- nated nights, too, as part of the Garden Rocks concert series.
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   Topiaries greet Epcot’s visitors during the International Flower & Garden Festival each spring.



Late August/November 1. Mickey’s Not-So-Scary-Halloween Party (MNSSHP) is the rare opportunity to see Magic Kingdom through new eyes, as kids (and adults) dress up to trick-or-treat, sample special snacks, ride favorite attractions, and meet some iconic—and more obscure—Disney characters. There’s a spectacular parade and special fireworks show to enjoy as well. Unfortunately, not everyone can attend MNSSHP, as it’s a special ticketed event starting at 7pm, after the park has been closed to regular visitors.

If you buy tickets for MNSSHP, and don’t go to any other park that day, it will not count against your regular Walt Disney World ticket. In other words, if you were planning on purchasing a 5-day ticket, but want to attend the Halloween party—and are able to secure tickets for that event in advance—you might think about buying a 4-day ticket instead. Another big perk of buying into this event: you’ll be allowed into Magic Kingdom at 4:00pm, despite the time stamp on your ticket. That’s three more hours to enjoy Disney’s most popular theme park! Knowing this, it might be the perfect day to visit a water park or explore Disney Springs, until you don your costume and become a participant in Disney’s not-so-spooky story.

Note: Even if you’re not attending MNSSHP, it’s wise to check the Disney website to find out which nights Magic Kingdom will be hosting the party. Here are two thoughts regarding Magic Kingdom visits on a party day:


	Visiting Magic Kingdom on MNSSHP days can be a good thing, especially if you have a Park Hopper ticket, since the park is typically less crowded due to its limited running hours. This means you may enjoy shorter lines in the park throughout the morning and afternoon, before being kicked out around dinnertime.

	If you have a Base ticket that restricts you to visiting one park per day, you will probably not want to use it at Magic Kingdom on a MNSSHP night, unless you’d be finished with the park by 6pm.



September/November. Epcot’s International Food & Wine Festival might be the most hotly anticipated event on Disney property, and is an excellent opportunity to savor delicious food and drinks from around the world in modest portions that beg for sampling and sharing with friends and family. The festival maintains an adult-friendly atmosphere and typically draws a lot of locals with its promise of new tastes, pleasant weather, and a more relaxed vibe. Celebrity cooking demonstrations, ticketed seminars and other exhibitions are also offered up for your enjoyment and learning, as is the popular Eat to the Beat concert series, featuring performers and bands both contem- porary and nostalgic. If you’re on the Disney Dining Plan, think about using your snack credits at the kitchen booths, where costs mount quickly.

Try visiting the Food & Wine Festival on weekdays, as locals typically head there on Saturdays and Sundays. Fortunately, Future World is usually unaffected by Food & Wine’s crowds. But by all means, avoid World Showcase during the first full weekend of November, when the Wine & Dine




Cost





	End of January: $130

	Beginning of Spring Break: $192

	Easter Week: $227

	Peak Summer: $177

	Late August: $144

	Thanksgiving: $180

	Early December: $148

	Christmas Week: $240





Length of Stay
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