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Introduction

For Tweens

Walt Disney World is one of the most magical places on earth and is filled with fun and adventure for people of all ages. In this book I will take you through the exciting attractions, wide variety of restaurants, and wonderfully themed resorts that Disney World has to offer.

This book can be used to help you work with your parents in planning a vacation that everyone can enjoy. You will notice that every attraction has some time of “Educational Slant”. A lot of families go on vacation at Disney World while school is in session. These Educational Slants can be presented to your teachers to help develop special projects for you work on while on your vacation. I know, it does not sound like fun, but, trust me, you will be having more fun than your classmates who are stuck in school.

For Adults

This book is designed for your children to use in conjunction with any Disney World guidebook that you may also purchase to help plan your Disney World vacation. When you are planning your vacation, bring the kids and have them grab this book and work alongside them. The more the kids feel included, they will gain some ownership in the vacation which should lead to a more enjoyable experience.

There is an “Educational Slant” section for every attraction. These are ideas that you can present to your children’s teachers for projects that they can work on at Disney World. Some schools and teachers are supportive of a Disney World vacation and will not put up much resistance for pulling the kids out of school. However, there are some schools and teachers who are not as supportive. These Educational Slants can help you be more pro-active in showing that a Disney World vacation can be a learning experience (and one not just limited to the different cultures of Epcot’s World Showcase).

Planning for Your Vacation

A Disney World vacation is something that cannot be planned overnight. Planning a Disney World vacation is a lot of work. It is work that I enjoy. This book, in addition to helping you plan your vacation, will also inform you about key dates leading up to it. These dates are important because they will help you and your family obtain the dining reservations and FastPass+ times that you want and not be stuck with what’s left over.

There are three big dates in planning your vacation: 365 days before, 180 days before, and 60 days before.

365 Days Before Your Vacation

This is the first day you can book a full package (room, park tickets, and a Disney dining plan). You will have the widest selection of resorts available. Park tickets and dining plans are always available. But booking the reservation as a package is easier than booking a room and then adding tickets and dining plans later in the process. You only need to put down a $200 deposit, with the balance due 45 days before your vacation begins.

Once your vacation is booked, your package rates (room, ticket, and dining) are locked in. They cannot increase even if Disney raises prices between when you booked your vacation and when your vacation begins. This is the most important benefit to planning vacation early. It allows your parents to lock in a rate and start saving with the goal of having the vacation paid off by the 45-day deadline.

Should a special discount or promotion come out during this time, you MAY be eligible to apply that discount or promotion to your existing reservation. But I tell everyone to plan and budget for what you can afford; consider any discounts or promotions that can be applied to your vacation as a bonus. Never plan your budget around getting a discount or a promotion—it may only lead to disappointment.

180 Days Before Your Vacation

You can now make all of your Disney dining reservations, in either of two ways: on the Disney World website starting at 6 a.m. Eastern or by calling 407-WDW-DINE starting at 7 a.m. Eastern. Have multiple electronic devices when attempting to make reservations through the website. The Disney World web servers are not the most stable and are prone to crashing or not working on a specific web browser. When my family makes our dining reservations, we have multiple devices—laptop, tablet, and desktop—at the ready in case of a problem. Calling in means waiting in a phone line as people who are using the web-based reservation system are potentially making reservations in front of you.

Another little tip is to plan the “hard to get reservations” for the end of your trip as opposed to the beginning. At the beginning of your vacation, you are competing against the people are already on vacation in addition to the people whose vacation is starting. At the end of your vacation, you are competing mostly against the people whose vacation started around the same time as yours did.

60 Days Before Your Vacation

This is the last major planning date. You can now make your FastPass+ reservations. These reservations can be made starting at midnight Eastern time. Each guest gets three FastPass+ reservations for EACH day of their Disney World vacation. A FastPass+ reservation allows you to bypass the traditional stand-by line for the FastPass+ line which is, on average, a quarter of the wait time of the posted stand-by time. So, if the stand-by line is 60 minutes, the FastPass+ line, on average, will be around 15 minutes. A reservation is good for one hour and once that hour passes, the FastPass+ reservation is no longer valid and will not be accepted by the FastPass+ reservation system.

Magic Kingdom and Animal Kingdom have a simple system for making reservations. Every attraction that is available for FastPass+ reservations can be selected. However, Epcot and Hollywood Studios have tiered systems for the FastPass+ reservations. You must choose from attractions in Tier 1 and Tier 2 when making their reservations.

Epcot

Tier 1 (choose one)


	Eat to the Beat Concert Series (seasonal)

	Preferred Seating for Illuminations

	Living with the Land

	Mission: SPACE

	Soarin’

	Test Track



Tier 2 (choose two)


	Epcot Character Spot

	Journey Into Imagination with Figment

	Spaceship Earth

	The Seas with Nemo and Friends

	Turtle Talk with Crush



Hollywood Studios

Tier 1 (choose one)


	Beauty and the Beast—Live on Stage

	Preferred Viewing Area for Fantasmic!

	Rock ‘n’ Roller Coaster

	The Great Movie Ride

	Toy Story Midway Mania



Tier 2 (choose two)


	Disney Junior—Live on Stage

	For the First Time in Forever: A “Frozen” Sing-Along Celebration

	Preferred Seating for Indiana Jones Epic Stunt Spectacular!

	Muppetvision 3D

	Star Tours

	Tower of Terror

	Voyage of the Little Mermaid



After you use your three FastPass+ reservations for the day, you can make a fourth FastPass+ reservation, and once you use the fourth reservation, you can make a fifth, and so on. Because of this, FastPass+ reservations are most difficult to obtain early in the day because people want to make their reservations early so they can be used quickly and then new ones can be obtained. A word of warning about making reservations for preferred seating at nighttime shows and fireworks: these events take place late at night and close to park close which will leave you little time to use any extra FastPass+ reservations for those days. If you are fine with only using three reservations for that day, of course, it’s fine.

If you did not get that FastPass+ reservation that you really wanted, do not give up hope. These reservations change all the time, especially closer to your vacation and during your vacation as people shuffle their reservations around to better suit their day in the parks. So, check the system often. There are a lot of people in the parks even on the slowest days, so there is a lot of potential for FastPass+ reservations to change.

Getting There: Entertainment

There are three ways to get from your house to Walt Disney World: by plane, by train, or by car. Each involve some amount from travel to get from Point A to Point B, and let’s face it: travel is boring. There is only so much scenery that you can look out at from the car or train window and blue sky is blue sky whether the plane is over your house or over Florida. So, let’s take a brief look at some ways that you can entertain yourself during the many hours of travel.

Download some movies to your iPad or use the Disney Movies Anywhere app to view movies already downloaded to your tablet device. A movie will take up a good 90 to 120 minutes which should cover most plane flights, especially now that airlines allow small electronic devices (like tablets) to be used during takeoff and landing. If you have a longer flight, download a couple of movies. A word of warning about the Disney Movies Anywhere app: it needs a strong wireless signal to start the movie even if that movie is already downloaded to your device. I ran into this problem with my daughter’s iPad on a recent trip to Disneyland. We had movies downloaded through the app, but because the plane’s wireless signal wasn’t strong enough, the movies would not start and led to a very upset tween who slept for some of the flight but was bored while awake.

The next easiest thing to do is to bring some books along on the trip. It’s easy to get lost in a book and the next thing you know you have arrived in Orlando.

A great thing to do, especially on the way down to Disney World, is any homework assigned by your teachers. There are not a lot of distractions and you can concentrate on getting your homework done. The sooner it’s done, the less time you have to spend on doing it during your vacation or, even worse, rushing to get it done on the trip back home. Think about it: would you rather be enjoying your vacation or worrying about when your homework is going to get done.

Getting There: Planning

Figuring out how to get to Disney World is a great lesson in planning and budgeting that parents can share with their children. Like I mentioned earlier, there are three main ways to get to Disney World: plane, train, and automobile.

Most people will arriving by plane. It is important to know that there are two airports in the Orlando area: Orlando International Airport (MCO), where the majority of flights land and where Disney operates their Magical Express service to and from the airport, and Sanford Airport (SFB), where some minor airlines offer flights to and from select cities. Disney does not operate their Magical Express service from this airport. You are left on your own to find transportation to and from the airport.

Parents, when searching for flights, bring the kids into the process. Show them that there are individual airline websites as well as websites where you can compare the different airlines side by side. Also, take the time to research nearby airports. In searching for flights to Orlando, sometimes the closest airport is not necessarily the most affordable one. So, it can pay to do some searching, even if the result means taking a short drive to a more affordable airport.

If you take the AutoTrain from Lorton, VA, you’ll depart at 4 p.m. and arrive in Sanford, FL, the next day, at 4 p.m. This is a great option for people who live a good distance from Disney and don’t want to drive the entire way, but still want the freedom of having a car when they are at Disney World. It can be expensive, though. If you reserve a stateroom, it can be as expensive as flying, but you have your own private space which comes in handy during the overnight hours. Amtrak also makes stops in Orlando and Kissimmee, for those who don’t want to bring along their car.

The last option is driving. Parents, get the children involved in planning the route that the family is going to take and, if necessary, research hotels where you are going to stop for the night. Before the trip, plan out how much the tolls, if any, are going to be, and when traveling get receipts for the gas and hotels. When you get home, the family can see how much money they saved by driving instead of flying. Budgeting is an important skill for kids to develop, and a vacation is a great example of showing them how important it can be.


chapter one

Disney Magic

Before Your Vacation

The Walt Disney World magic starts the moment you and your parents book your Disney World vacation and the family has set up their My Disney Experience account on the Disney World website. One of the first things that you and your family will be able to do is customize your MagicBands. These MagicBands are your “Key to the World” during your Disney World Vacation. The MagicBands are worn around your wrist much like a watch and are used as your room key and park ticket; they can also be used for any charges back to the room (parents: you will have the ability to restrict the charging privileges of your children’s cards). These bands are available in a variety of colors and you can customize the name on the band. Solid color MagicBands are free as part of your Disney World vacation package. You can customize bands with Disney characters and attraction themes for an additional fee through the on-line Disney store.

The magic continues as you get closer and closer to your vacation. One of the first packages that will arrive is the one that includes all of the things that are included in your vacation. In the past, this has included a magnet featuring Dumbo which has important dates to remember before your vacation. As you get closer to your vacation, you will receive your Disney’s Magical Express package in the mail. Magical Express is one of the best features of a Disney World vacation. Guests flying in and out of Orlando International Airport have ability to take Magical Express. This free service provides shuttle bus transportation from the airport directly to your resort. This is a great service especially if you plan to stay on Disney property for your entire vacation. At the end of your vacation, Magical Express will take you and your family back to Orlando International Airport. Your travel party will be assigned a departure time usually three hours before your flight’s scheduled departure.

Included in your Disney’s Magical Express package are very important yellow airport-style luggage tags. These tags have your name and resort printed on them. It is important to put these tags on any checked bags before you check-in. These tags allow you to go straight from your plane to the Magical Express check-in area to board your bus to the resort. Disney will grab your bags (for arrivals before 10 p.m.) and deliver them straight to your resort room. Your bags will, in most cases, arrive at the resort three to four hours AFTER you arrive. When flying, I always pack a day’s worth of clothes and my swimsuit in a carry-on bag so I have a change of clothes if something delays Magical Express.

The final package will contain your MagicBands. This package arrives around five weeks before your vacation is scheduled to begin. It includes all of your travel party’s MagicBands displayed neatly like little wrist watches with each guest’s band nickname underneath. These bands come pre-loaded with all of your travel information (pre-purchased tickets, Magical Express—in case those documents are forgotten at home—and dining/room charging privileges). Your bands will be encoded with your room information upon check-in at the resort.

At the Resort

The Disney World resorts are filled with things for both kids and parents to see and explore. It could be the Lion King play area or a giant Mickey Mouse on a swing outside the Contemporary or posing for a picture with the Three Caballros outside Coronado Springs.

Your hotel room will have plenty of theming as well. Look at everything in the room; there is Disney magic hidden everywhere. Some are easy to see like the pictures of the princesses and princes in a Royal Room at Port Orleans Riverside or the Pongo outside All-Star Movies. Others are hidden. It could be a set of Mickey Mouse ears inside the comforter at the Contemporary or possibly Tic-Toc Croc will be watching over your children as they sleep in one of the day-style beds in a room at Port Orleans French Quarter.

Parents, if there is a long wait at the check-in counter, don’t worry. There is plenty for the kids to see and do in the lobbies of these resorts as well. Most resorts have classic Mickey Mouse cartoons or current Disney Channel programming playing on one of the televisions near the check-in desk. This is in addition to such things as the giant vintage globe at the center of the Yacht Club lobby or the “hot springs” inside the Wilderness Lodge resort. No matter where you go at Disney World, the magic is everywhere.

In the Parks

Disney magic is in great abundance inside the parks of Disney World. Everywhere you look in the parks, you will come across some Disney magic. For example, on Main Street, U.S.A. at Magic Kingdom, Disney Imagineers pay tribute to the Disney legends who came before them by putting their names in the windows above the store fronts. Look on the ground while walking in the parks; Disney Imagineering even happens here. Guests visiting Future World at night, for example, can walk through fields of blinking stars near Spaceship Earth. In the new section of Fantasyland, Imagineers did some of their best work. Look on the ground near Dumbo and see how many peanuts you can find embedded in the concrete. Guests with peanut allergies do not worry—these are not actual peanuts. Near Journey of the Little Mermaid, you will find seashells and other whosits and whatsits galore in the pavement.

The best things to look for, and one of the many games that you can play while waiting in line for the attractions, is to look for hidden Mickey shapes. Some of these Hidden Mickeys are put there intentionally by Disney Imagineers while others could just be the way pebbles, rocks, water droplets, etc. have formed during the day. When in line for an attraction, compete against yourself or your siblings or your parents for how many Hidden Mickeys you can find during your wait for the attraction.

These Hidden Mickeys are not just found in the line for attractions. They can be found everywhere and anywhere on Disney World property. They can be found in the restaurants, the décor of the resorts, the interior of your resort room, and even on Disney transportation.

Disney’s cast members will get in on the magic as well. Some cast members have been trained or have learned from other cast members how to draw Disney characters using just water. Other cast members will draw hopscotch boards using chalk. One time, in the United Kingdom, my family was able to watch a cast member draw a hopscotch board in the design of Manchester United soccer jerseys. Another time we were in a line to meet Phineas and Ferb at Hollywood Studios. The line for this meet and greet was not well defined, so the cast member took out some chalk and make a make-shift stop sign using Ferb’s head to make the “p” in stop. Little things that don’t seem like a lot on the surface can go a long way in extending the Disney magic throughout your day in the park.

Another way to have Disney magic in the parks and won’t cost a lot (in the beginning) is to get involved in pin trading. Many of the Disney shops sell entry level pin

Handling Long Attraction Wait Times




Disney Meet and Greets



	Formal This type of meet and greet is listed on the park map as an attraction, for example, meeting Mickey and Minnie at the Town Square Plaza on Main Street, U.S.A.

	Informal This type of meet and greet only runs during certain times of the day and/or the location may have a “rotation” of characters that is going through. For example, as you enter Future World in Epcot, there are a few characters who are available for meet and greets. These characters are usually Daisy Duck, Pluto, and Goofy, but all of the characters may not be present for the entire time. So, you may be in line to meet Daisy, but by the time you reach the front of the line, you may be meeting Goofy instead. Another version is an outside meet and greet with a character, but the character is available for a period of time in the morning and early afternoon. Then the character takes a long break before reappearing in the early evening. Some examples: Snow White meets guests in the German Pavilion of the World Showcase and Mary Poppins meets guests in the United Kingdom, but they only meet from 11 a.m. to 2 p.m. and then from 5 p.m. to 8 p.m. For most accurate information about this type of character meet and greet, consult the My Disney Experience app on your phone or tablet.

	A Character Palooza This is the least formal type of meet and greet. It is usually unannounced (though Hollywood Studios, in the past, had a more formalized palooza) and involves a number of characters coming out and meeting guests. These meet and greets are a great way to meet some of the “rarer” Disney characters, like Max Goof, Goofy’s son; Baloo from The Jungle Book, and Tweedle-dee and Tweedle-dum from Alice in Wonderland.
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