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Introduction

The Internship Where Dreams Come True

“Magic. Experience. Paid Internship.”

I remember reading those words so clearly. It was my second semester at the University of Massachusetts. I was nineteen—an eager freshman. Eager to keep my grades up, to add to my resume, to prove myself. To be the best, and to be unique.

Everyone wants to be unique at nineteen. We’re still figuring out who we are. That restlessness fuels us forward to new and unexpected things.

I was taking my favorite shortcut on my way to class. The campus center concourse, my cut-through of choice, is a busy place. There’s always lots of activity, and yet, a tiny purple flyer caught my eye.

It was the Mickey ears that did it. I paused, wondering why Mickey Mouse was anywhere near a college campus. I was of the age where liking Disney wasn’t “cool.” People watched the movies on a rainy day, but that was it. Still, my curiosity got the better of me.

An older girl had just finished stapling the flyer to the bulletin board. There was a stack of them on the table next to her—pretty, purple, and just waiting to be handed out. She turned and smiled at me.

“Interested in the Disney College Program?”

“Um, I guess,” I said lamely. I didn’t want to admit I had no idea what the phrase “Disney College Program” meant.

“Come to the info session,” she told me, pressing the flyer into my hands. “There’s a few of us who’ve done the program; we can explain everything.”

I studied the flyer on my walk home. Truth be told, the lack of information and the girl’s enthusiasm made me wonder if it was some kind of cult. Was there a kind of Disney University? Classes for knowing all the words to “Once Upon a Dream”?

But my curiosity was piqued. I needed something on my resume. Something that would make potential employers do a double take. Something that would make me stand out from the other six thousand students in my class.

I needed to be more than just a number.

I watched Disney movies like any other kid. We had so many of them on video, but Aladdin won out as my favorite. It always moved me, even as a child, to see him struggle to find out who he was, and to determine his self-worth. It was no coincidence that I was facing a similar struggle as a college student.

The Disney College Program was one of my many research projects. I had my eye on studying abroad, joining the student government, and volunteering. It was just a matter of finding which one interested me the most.

I went to the info session as the girl suggested. I listened to the presentations and testimonials. I asked questions. Then I thought about it for a long time.

What would it be like to work for Disney?

Would that make me stand out in the crowd?

Could it be as magical as they claimed?

I was sold fifteen minutes into the presentation. Excited, I took a fresh flyer for my dorm room wall, then made a timeline of the next three years. First on the list was the Disney College Program. Everything else would come after.

I remember racing back to my room. My roommate at the time was working on her homework. I instantly launched into what I had learned that afternoon.

“You work at Disney World!” I exclaimed. “I haven’t been to Disney since I was fourteen. This could be so much fun!”

My roommate and I grew up differently. Her mother was a strict opponent of Disney movies for their “anti-feminist” messages. Thus, she shared the same low opinion of it.

“How can they be anti-feminist?” I asked, confused. “The main characters are usually women.”

“All they want in the end is a prince,” she insisted. “It’s ridiculous.”

Crestfallen, I put the flyer away. We didn’t discuss it again.

I didn’t think Disney movies were anti-feminist at all. Though the early ones were reflective of their time, Pocahontas, Mulan, and Merida were invested in their freedoms, dreams, and goals. It was a huge generalization to say every female character on screen was looking for love.

I talked about it with other friends, but her stinging dismissal of the program temporarily colored my view of it. Though I wanted to go, her reaction made me doubt myself. It disappeared from my college timeline for a very long time.

If I could go back, I’d tell the old me not to let others influence her like that. I wanted to go and nothing should have gotten in the way of that.

In the end, it was the study abroad program that won out. I had the opportunity to go to Oxford University for six weeks the following year. It was a summer unlike any other.

England held a different type of magic for me. I was transfixed by the city of dreaming spires.

Sleepy little Oxford took my breath away like nothing had before. Writing greats such as C.S. Lewis, J.R.R. Tolkien, and Lewis Carroll had studied in these hallowed halls. I could often be found sitting in the Trinity College gardens and daydreaming of my own writing legacy. One day, I thought to myself. One day my own work would be listed among theirs.

It was a lofty goal, but even as a kid, I always had high ambitions for myself.

Going to Oxford changed me. New experiences became a high priority on my list. I was determined to learn as much as possible and to see as much as possible.

Things fell into place when I got back. By that time, I was more than halfway done with my college career. I had a fantastic experience on my resume. I could finally relax and focus on my studies.

Except I couldn’t. Like Ariel, I wasn’t satisfied. I wanted more. I yearned for something extraordinary.

I didn’t revisit going to Disney until my senior year. I had foolishly taken up an intense course of study when I should have been relaxing and having fun. But it wasn’t like me to do that; I liked challenges and new experiences. Thus, when the topic of the future arose, the answer struck me like a bolt of lightning: the Disney College Program.

I walked by the same spot in the campus center concourse. The same flyer was posted there. Same purple background, same Mickey ears, but this time, there was something different. A new line of text appeared there, almost like magic: The internship where dreams come true.

The eager nineteen-year-old Devin woke up as if from a long nap. She kicked the tired, twenty-two-year-old Devin into action. To hell with convention. Who said I had to do things the way others expected me to?

Go, I told myself. What are you waiting for?

I’m Devin, and this is how I earned my ears.


chapter one

The Way to Get Started

The way to get started is to quit talking and begin doing.

— Walt Disney

“Great cap,” a fellow grad offered.

“Thanks,” I smiled, touching the top of my hat carefully.

A laminated Peter Pan was glued there, grinning, his arms thrown wide. The words “To graduate would be an awfully big adventure” were written in the starry sky beside him.

Decorating my graduation cap in a Disney fashion was the proper way to close my undergraduate career.

After I decided to apply for the program, I threw myself into research about the application. Thanks to past participants, I found a lot of literature about the different stages of the process. I also turned to my friend Meghan, who had completed the program a year before.

“So, did you … did you love it?”

“Yeah, I did,” Meghan laughed. “I mean, working food and beverage wasn’t my ideal role, but it was still so much fun. You’ve got to do it.”

I shook my head at the word “role.” I still had a lot to learn about the company.

The Disney College Program (DCP) is an internship in which college students and recent graduates work at the parks and resorts for the length of a semester. Walt Disney World in Orlando, Florida, and Disneyland in Anaheim, California, play host to thousands of students from around the globe each year. Competition is high; an estimated 25,000 students apply for roughly 5,000 positions.

These coveted internships also come with great perks: free admission to the parks, discounts on merchandise and hotels, and even college credit for their respective universities.

If I had any advice for future applicants, it would be this: research, research, research. Know how it will affect your financial aid and your career path. Study the different options—the fall program, the spring program, or the “advantage” semesters, which extend over a longer period of time.

I made the decision early on to apply for the Florida program. Disneyland was smaller and therefore more competitive. Disney World was cheaper, on the East Coast, and the park I grew up going to. The California program would probably require a car. Florida had a shuttle system specifically created for the college program.

The idea of life after the college program was also taking shape in my mind. I envisioned a successful program in Florida followed by a professional internship in California. The company corporate headquarters were there and had ample creative opportunities. My friend Aria moved to California, and after visiting her, I was dazzled by the idea of living there. But that would come later; I was getting ahead of myself. First I had to actually get into the college program.

The DCP application process is divided into three stages: the general application, the web-based interview, and finally, the phone interview. Applicants are cut at every stage and the successful ones are hired after the phone interview.

The general application asks for personal information such as age, which college the applicant attends, past work experience, and so on. Applicants have the opportunity to express interest in roles for the program. Popular roles include Attractions, the employees operating the rides; Entertainment, the cast members who perform as characters, or attend to them; Hospitality, popular for students trying to break into the tourism industry; and PhotoPass, the photographers who capture magical moments in the parks.

Though I told myself I would be patient, I applied to the program the same day the applications opened. To my delight, my general application was successful, and I moved onto the web-based interview stage.

This stage of the application process is trickier. The web-based interview acts as a personality assessment. Statements such as “I am always on time” and “I hate a messy work environment” and “I am a positive person” were frequent. My tip for this portion of the application is confidence. Stay focused. Choose strong and definitive statements to fully express your personality to the company. Avoid giving “neutral” responses. Disney is positive; keep your answers positive, too.

I completed my web interview in under thirty minutes. I received the invitation for my phone interview soon after that. I was ecstatic. So far everything was going according to plan.

I scheduled the phone interview and went back to my last semester of college. I researched testimonials and made dozens of notes between classes. I wanted my interview to be pitch perfect.

Thanks to technology, the DCP application process has become more open than ever. Dozens of YouTube videos re-created the phone interview stage. Some applicants even recorded themselves during their interviews. My biggest takeaway from my research was to be positive. I really wanted to do the program and I had to really prove my capability.

The day of the phone interview dawned like any other. I went to my classes, but my mind was focused on that three o’clock phone call.

I only told a few people about the interview. There was a lot riding on it. If I didn’t rise to the occasion, I was looking at the typical postgraduate job search. There was nothing wrong with that; being fresh out of college and entering the workforce was a completely normal phenomenon.

But “normal” was out of the question for me. I wanted another magical experience like Oxford.

My roommates did their part and avoided our apartment that afternoon. I sat on our futon, one eye on my notes and the other on the clock. Three minutes … two minutes … one minute.…

My phone rang at three o’clock sharp. It was a blocked number, but my research told me to expect that.

“Hello?”

“Hello, Devin? This is Christie calling from Disney casting.”

“Hi,” I breathed, scribbling her name in my notebook. It was another tip I learned from my research on the internet: learn your recruiter’s name, and use it well. “Thanks for calling, Christie.”

Christie was an excellent recruiter. She told me not to be nervous and the interview would take about twenty minutes. I got the impression she had been doing this for years.

At once Christie launched into situational questions about the job. What would I do if a child was upset? What would I say if a guest was angry? How would I respond in an emergency?

I answered as calmly as I could. Interviews were easy for me. But this interview was special. It was a tightrope walk between breezy, confident, but not arrogant. I had to talk like a cast member before I was a cast member.

“How do you think a guest should feel when they walk into a Disney park?”

I remembered this question from my research. The answer came quickly to me.

“I think it should feel like when you get off a plane. The flight attendants are there, smiling, and wishing you a great day.”

“Mm,” Christie agreed. “I like that.”

Then it was my turn. I asked about her career path to Disney, her favorite thing about working for the company, and, with a stroke of inspiration, her favorite Disney movie. She laughed; apparently, no one had ever asked her that before.

My roommate Mickaelah walked in just as the call came to a close. She paused in the doorway, listening as I thanked Christie for her time and hung up. Then she chuckled.

“Why were you talking like that?”

“Like what?” I snapped. My face was flushed and my hands were still shaky.

“Never heard you sound so cheery before.”

That made me laugh. “Just wanted to make a good impression.”

All the testimonials I found online stressed that you should smile during the phone interview. They can tell if you’re smiling. Do it in front of a mirror. Be positive.

This proved to be a challenge for someone with a dark sense of humor. But I had a good feeling.

I was a perfectionist, and even for my high standards, I thought I did well.

I also thought the worst was over after the phone interview. Everything was submitted; the ball was in their court. All I could to do now was wait. I joined the college program Facebook groups and went back to picturing constant sunny weather. My senior year was in full swing.

But as it turns out, the application process was the easy part. It was the waiting period that really tested my sanity.

I went from extremely overconfident (“Wicked easy, no problem at all!”) to terrified and unsure (“Maybe her laugh was fake—what if she didn’t like me?”).

A lot of people in the Facebook groups were in the same boat. Others were very sure of themselves. New roommate surveys started popping up every day. These surveys gave the other applicants a brief summary of your personality: Are you a messy or a clean roommate? Do you like to go out or stay in? What’s your favorite ride at Disney?

Many applicants posted their surveys ahead of their acceptances. I was tempted to do the same. But I hesitated at the last minute and wondered if I was about to jinx myself. I wasn’t accepted yet. Then, if I didn’t get in, I’d have to delete my survey and slink away in utter humiliation.

No way. I wasn’t about to shift my karma in the wrong direction. No, I’d have to be patient, even if it killed me.

I told more and more people that my application was submitted. I checked my email every day, often with my classmates, who became as invested in the program as I was.

Communication from Disney and Facebook testimonials suggested three weeks of waiting.

Six weeks passed before I had my answer.

I was standing in line to take my graduation picture when I got the good news.

I was still reeling from an embarrassing audition the day before. During the waiting period, Disney announced “character lookalike” auditions, in which applicants were invited to audition for a role in their entertainment division. I booked a bus ticket, raced to New York City, and for the first time since middle school, tried to summon some theatrical ability.

No such ability appeared. Although brass and ambitious and fierce, I wilted like a flower in front of my live audience. I made my way back to school in complete mortification. Who did I think I was, someone from the cast of Glee?

But, as fate would have it, my acceptance email arrived the very next day:

Dear Devin,

Congratulations! You have been selected to participate in the Disney College Program at the Walt Disney World Resort….

“Oh my god,” I whispered. Before I could stop myself, I turned to the girl in line beside me.

“I just got into the Disney College Program!”

“Congratulations,” she said politely. “My friend did that. She said it’s really fun.”

When I look at my graduation picture today, I can see the excitement in my eyes. Though unconventional, the DCP would be the crowning achievement of my resume. The perfect way to kickstart my future. Disney is a Fortune 500 company and it would be a significant asset in my future.

Relief crashed over me like a wave; I had done it. Now I could relax. My future, for the moment, was set. I was going to be working in Merchandise at the Walt Disney World Resort for the Fall 2016 program.

I texted Meghan to tell her what happened. She was excited for me and even had some news of her own: she was accepted for a professional accounting internship with Disney. We could go to the parks together and eat at all the restaurants in Epcot like we’d been talking about.

The freshman Devin was back. Going to Disney was different. Going to Disney was going to set me apart from the rest. Going to Disney was my choice and mine alone.

While I received a lot of kudos and congratulations, many people in my life—family, friends, and professors—were curious about my decision. A friend asked if I was going to be Snow White. A professor wondered if doing the program would set me back from my peers. But most people were thrilled for me and looking forward to hearing about my adventures.

And so, with Peter Pan on my cap and a diploma in my hand, I felt like I could take over the world.

Here I was, a college graduate with a love of writing stories, starting work for a company that was founded on telling stories.

It was time for me to tell my own story. I set up a WordPress blog and eagerly counted down the days. A tantalizing future lay ahead of me. Only the summer stood between me and my Disney program.

I couldn’t wait to get started.


OEBPS/images/cover.png
EARNS
:EARS

My Secret Walt Disney World
Cast Member Diary

Devin Melendy

Earning Your Ears: Volume Nine





