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Foreword

Like many people I’ve known over the years, I have never actually met Savannah Taider in person. We have only corresponded via email as she lives in Belgium and I live in southern California. But that didn’t stop Savannah from reaching out to me for advice on telling her story and the sometimes hard realities of writing a book, especially a first book. It is just one example of her tenacity and determination in achieving her goals.

Over the course of a year or so, she sent me drafts of her manuscript to read and I dutifully sent her back notes and comments. The process of writing is all about rewriting and writing again. It is a process not for the faint of heart as it requires hard work, determination, the ability to face rejection and to overcome obstacles. Savannah has all those qualities and more.

Like the story she tells in this debut book, Savannah Earns Her Ears, Savannah set out to write about her experiences in the Disney International Program, the international version of the Disney College Program. This book is the product of a long-held dream she had to get into that program and work at Walt Disney World in Orlando, Florida.

Savannah had the foresight and discipline to keep a diary, a detailed journal, of her day-to-day triumphs and occasional setbacks on her journey to fulfill her dream. So many people today say, “I want to—” or “I wish I could—” but never actually follow through on their dreams and desires. Savannah did. She is a prime example of someone who set her laser-focused sights on realizing her dream of being accepted into the Disney International Program.

Even though she was initially rejected from the program, Savannah never acquiesced to defeat and continued to push forward where others would have quit. She believed in herself and the power of her dreams. As Walt Disney once said, “If you can dream it, you can do it.” And Savannah has not only dreamt it, but she has done it, which proves you can do it as well. Savannah gives any prospective domestic or international Disney College Program candidate the firsthand experience of what it takes to apply, interview, and get accepted into this coveted program.

Savannah Earns Her Ears is an inspiring story that documents a young woman’s journey across two continents to follow and achieve her goals and dreams. It is a must-read for anyone wishing to work at Disney or who needs a kick in the pants to go out and chase their hearts desire. Dream it, believe it— do it!

Dave Bossert
Los Angeles, California 
October, 2018


Introduction

My world has changed and so have I,
I’ve learned to choose and even
Learned to say goodbye

—Pocahontas

Have you ever had a dream you wanted to turn into reality? Have you ever found the one thing on earth that makes you feel alive? Have you ever heard of Ariel, Tiana, Rapunzel, Jasmine, Moana, and all the others? If you are reading this, you probably have. What do they all have in common? Of course they are Disney princesses; but what really stands out about each one? Well, all of them had a big dream and made it known that a risk would be worth taking to make that dream come true. But what if we could be just like them? What if we could turn our life into a real Disney movie and be the hero who goes through hard times but who wins at the end? These are the questions I have always asked myself. 

I discovered the Disney International Program in January 2014. I was eighteen and going through the darkest times of my life. After being in a relationship for almost six years, I broke up with my fiancé because of his infidelity. Not so Disney, right? Making this decision was the hardest thing I’ve ever experienced, divided between the comfort and supposed love I thought I had always felt, and the absolute unknown. Looking back, I can’t find the words to express how devastated I was and how I no longer wanted to be alive, having to face a considerable loss of weight and avoiding public places not to be seen by anyone; clearly, school was no exception. I wanted to be forgotten by everyone. Little did I know that choosing the unexplored path was the best decision I have ever made.

I was born and raised in a little town in the French part of Belgium. My parents raised my sister, my brother, and I the Disney way. By this, I mean that they introduced us to the animation movies and theme parks where they took the three of us on vacation every year. My father actually asked my mom if they could have a third child while they were spending a family weekend at Disneyland Paris. (Was it you, Father, who put all that magic in my DNA?) This is how I, their very last and most stubborn child, was born.

If I had to describe myself today, I would say that, in a few months, I went from a bitter and damaged person to an awakened and individual soul, striving for her dreams to come true, with a love for Disney. Experiencing the darkness enabled me to sparkle, just like a star would shine in the nothingness of the universe. My mother will tell you that I’ve always been a stubborn child who always wanted to do everything on her own. She believed I would be gone exploring the world by the age of eighteen. And yet, she was right. I’ve always been consumed by wanderlust. Why is that? I have no clue; does Moana come to mind? I took my first trip to California, which was actually my first trip overseas, in November 2013. I wanted to visit Disneyland in Anaheim, so there I went, with my then fiancé. My ultimate desire was to visit Walt Disney World in Florida. I was spending hours and days just watching videos and pictures of this beautiful place that I had always dreamed of.

I heard about the Disney College Program when I was scrolling through images on the internet, looking for some princess quotes to post on my social media profiles. Reading quotes helped me go through hard times. Plus, the Disney princesses have this attitude to constantly show people that life isn’t what it is but rather what you make of it, and that the life of your dreams is just a wish away. Whether it was about love or about life, they gave me the little pep talk I needed at the right time. I remained skeptical at first, wondering what the Disney College Program could possibly be. A college in a Disney theme park? Who would not like to go to a school that has a curriculum taught by Disney? After some research, I found out that the program was for students currently enrolled in an accredited university in the United States, which, unfortunately, wasn’t my situation. However, it was with astonishment that I also discovered that an international program existed. The official website of the Disney International College Program said that to be eligible to participate in the program, you must be at least eighteen and enrolled in an accredited college, though not necessarily an American college. I was eligible for the Cultural Exchange Program. I started reading its description: “The program lasts for 2 months during the summer. Applicants must be able to attend an interview in France, United Kingdom, Canada, or in one of the other countries listed below. Applications open in September.” It was only January. Did I really have to wait that long?

In order to be eligible to participate in the program, I would have to enroll in school again and find a job. Considering the fact that I had failed my first year in an accounting program, I decided to pursue a bachelor’s degree in management assistant in the same school; languages, marketing, and communication courses were perfect for me, and would allow time to pass. 

This is how my journey began. Working at Walt Disney World was the biggest plan I’ve ever had for myself. The place I’ve always wanted to go to get married had become the place where I wanted to work. Shall I tell you that this new adventure, besides happiness, fulfillment, and unexpected opportunities, cost me tears, deception, and frustration as well? Shall I tell you that I almost gave up multiple times? Shall I tell you how I earned my ears through faith, hard work, and perseverance?

Let’s see what a little wishing can do….


Chapter One

Having a failure when you’re young is good because it teaches you so much. For one thing, it makes you aware that such a thing can happen to anybody, and once you’ve lived through the worst, you’re never quite as vulnerable afterward.

—Walt Disney

Fall had just arrived, but the weather was still warm when I went on vacation for a month with an old friend. My very first trip to America truly had me falling for it. What I love the most about this country isn’t only how well palm trees and high buildings merge together or how everything is always oversized, but also its citizens’ state of mind. Walt Disney once said that “all our dreams can come true if we have the courage to pursue them,” and to me, there was no greater country than the United States to demonstrate such a statement.

Like every year since I was sixteen, I worked all summer long at my local grocery store and saved all the money I earned for my month-long trip on the East Coast. Eight months had passed since the break-up. I was still going through ups and downs, and my mind kept tricking me too often, making me wonder if I really made the right choice. Things were happening in my daily life since January, things I still wanted to tell him. It wasn’t an easy burden to bear; for the first time of my life, everything I thought I mastered was changing right in front of my face, and I couldn’t do anything to stop it. Even though almost a year had passed, it was still happening and I was still going through the emotion of “what am I going to do?”

Hence, each and every day, I forced myself to get rid of the negative thoughts, and the Disney Cultural Exchange Program helped me to look forward to life. It wouldn’t be long before the applications open and I wasn’t even ready for it. In fact, I knew they would open while I was still in Washington, D.C., but I made the decision to wait until I flew back home on September 30 before I started working on my résumé and cover letter. I wanted my surroundings to be quiet so I could concentrate on filling out the application form which, according to my research, was a long and complicated one.

The academic year had started on September 15, 2014. As I’d spent the whole month of September away, I only started university on October 1, which made me miss two weeks of classes. I’ve never been a diligent student, but fortunately, the attitude I had toward school never affected my grades. It’s not that I didn’t like school, but I’d rather stay in my bed in the morning than leaving my sheets to fight the cold. For as long as I can remember, I think October 1, 2014, was the very first day I cried real tears because I was going back to school. Funny for a nineteen-year-old girl, right? I didn’t come back as confident as I always used to be; I was about to meet people I didn’t know and who had all socialized with each other during the first two weeks I had missed. I was standing in the middle of the hallway, surrounded by other students who walked around me. I took a look at the papers that new students were given to check my schedule. My first class of the day was English. It was held in classroom number sixteen. Where could room sixteen possibly be? My eyes were looking for the right door, but I couldn’t find anything. I felt empty and out of track; it’s like my mind wasn’t acting in tandem with my body. All I saw was unfamiliar faces in a place I used to be. I could feel the pressure taking over my entire body and it quickly became overwhelming. I rushed to the restroom and locked myself inside one of the toilets. Tears started rolling down my cheeks. Where am I and what am I doing here?

“You are at school and you are lost. It’s okay,” I heard a silvery voice say. “You’re going to be just fine. Just dry your eyes and go out there. Ask for help.”

It was my conscience. Like Pinocchio, I, too, have my very own Jiminy Cricket who comes out at just the right time. It was right. I wiped my tears off, took a deep breath, and walked to the school secretary, so I wouldn’t be later than I already was:

“Can someone help? I can’t find my classroom.”

“Of course, darling, what year and what option are you in?” said the school secretary. After I provided her with all the information she needed, I followed her as she led me to the right place. She knocked on the door and opened it:

“Sorry to disturb you. Savannah is a new student who’s just arrived. She couldn’t find the classroom so that is the reason why she’s a bit late”.

“Well, welcome, Savannah! Please take a seat, try to take notes, and I’ll see you during the break”, said my new English lecturer.

I smiled and sat down in the first row. At least, it felt as if I was still in America in some ways. When the bell rang to announce the end of the first hour of class, my lecturer came up to me and asked a bit about my educational background. Some of the other students, who were all girls, also offered their assistance to help me catch up with the lessons I had missed. I felt relieved; it seemed like I wouldn’t be alone in this journey.

As soon as I came back home from university, I turned my computer on to start working on my application. Even though I was exhausted from the day I’d just had, I did not lose sight of what this was all for. I put my laptop on my lap and sat down on the sofa, my legs extended to the other extremity of it. As a French-speaking Belgium resident, it would be the very first cover letter I’d write in English. I spent a good amount of time thinking about what I was going to write. I was struggling to find the way I could put the things I wanted to say into words to make my motivation felt, but time was passing by and I had to write something.

Dear Sirs,

I am writing because I’ve heard about the Disney Cultural Exchange program and I would like to be a part of it for this summer 2015. Improvements will be needed, but motivation is not missing at all.

Disney movies are something I’ve grown up with, but I had never realized how much I loved Disney until I was eighteen. I have been through a defining moment of my life. It was the hardest time of my existence and the only thing that helped me, except my best friend, was Disney. Thanks to this I had the chance to see the optimistic side of the story and since then, I always try to do my best to be positive. Walt himself taught me so many things, but the most important he taught me is probably
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