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Author’s Note

My internship at Disney’s Animal Kingdom took place in the spring of 2012, and many things have since changed. For instance, there are no more Kids Discovery Clubs in Animal Kingdom—they have been re-themed to Wilderness Explorer stations, where kids can earn badges and complete challenges, like the character Russell from the movie Up. Over 30 badges in different locations can be collected, which is a far cry from the six stamps kids used to collect to complete their Kids Discovery Club challenge.

Conservation Education Presenters are now referred to as “Troop Leaders” and wear different costumes. One section of the park mentioned in this book is Camp Minnie-Mickey, which has since been demolished in order to make room for an Avatar-themed land. Animal Kingdom will also soon offer nighttime entertainment, such as a show and a sunset safari.

Despite these changes to the internship, however, the general job duties remain the same, and it is my wish that readers still take away the feeling of what it was like to be a presenter. Once a presenter, always a presenter.

Furthermore, while this job had many frustrating aspects, and things I did not agree with, I never once doubted the passion behind my leaders and co-workers; we all believed in the message of conservation, and it was this passion that kept me going every day. Yes, I know how cheesy that sounds, but our whole team genuinely wanted to help change the world, and we did so little by little every day; whether it was by convincing a child to plant a tree, or by urging an adult to recycle their old cell phones.

While the essence of the job retained its importance, being a Conservation Education Presenter was tough. I may be so bold as to say it was, and still is, one of the toughest jobs in Disney World. Join me on my walk through the wild side in Animal Kingdom, and remember:

“Adventure is out there!”

*Certain names have been changed to protect the innocent.


Introduction

It was only 8:50 in the morning, and sweat was already dripping down my back. The park was due to open in ten minutes, and hordes of guests were already lined up at the turnstiles, waiting for their chance to run left (toward Africa and Kilimanjaro Safaris, one of the most popular rides in the park) or right (toward Asia and Expedition Everest, another popular attraction and one of the few “thrill” rides in Disney). I wondered if anyone would even stop and talk to me; that would mean risking their chance at a short wait time, or missing their Fast Pass.

I uncomfortably shifted the weight of my bug box from one arm to the other, keeping an uneasy eye on the thermometer tucked in the corner of the see-through box. I was lucky that morning and got the Huntsman spider, one of my favorite insects that was usually okay in the Florida morning heat for the half hour or so I was required to stand at the entrance. However, I was still supposed to bring the insect back to the A/C if the temperature inside the box rose to a certain degree. As usual, safety always came first at Disney, even for the critters and creepy crawlies.

As if to emphasize that statement, a blue net was tucked into my back pocket (in case the spider—shudder—escaped, or if god forbid the bug box was to fall and break open). In such a scenario, I was to try and catch the insect without harming it or anyone in the area. Luckily, that scenario hadn’t happened yet, mostly due to the rule that both hands be wrapped protectively around the box, held close to one’s chest, at all times. I followed this rule very carefully, never letting myself casually hold the box with one hand.

As the opening announcements of the park began, along with the first few opening lines of “Circle of Life”, a familiar thought began to creep over me—What was I doing here? True, I had always wanted to work for Disney; I grew up going to the parks, watching the movies, and singing the songs. I even shared the name of my favorite Disney princess (different spelling, true, but I felt as though Ariel was my spirit animal—or, rather, spirit mermaid). But now that I was actually here, I realized that perhaps I was not cut out for this role.

I was a born introvert—almost a dirty word at Disney, a company that values extroverts in almost every aspect. I craved working in a quiet office, and had anxiety in customer service roles. I had tons of experience in customer service, and was fine once I started work, but I still got nervous every day, and had never had a job before that emphasized interaction with guests this  much. I was expected to talk all day long, approach strangers, enforce conservation messages, handle emergencies (both of the animal and human variety), and when it was all over, go home and live with girls I had only known for a few weeks.

For an introvert, who craved alone time and quiet moments to recharge my batteries, this meant I was exhausted mentally and physically pretty much all the time. Not to mention that I was living and sleeping five feet away from the world’s biggest extrovert, my roommate.

For some reason, I convinced myself I could do this job. After all, it was Disney, and it wasn’t like this was a store or a restaurant, where guests could yell at me over a mistake with their purchase. I would be working with animals, and no one was going to mess with the girl holding a dangerous-looking spider in her hands. I would get amazing discounts, free entry to my favorite place in the world, and earn a great addition to my resume. Also, my co-workers would love Disney just like me, and we would all become best friends and help each other out. Plus, I knew from reading blog after blog that Disney would make sure you were trained to the best of your ability before letting you loose (unlike some previous jobs I had held, where it was sink or swim).

However, this was way harder than I had expected. I had to learn a whole manual full of animal facts. I was watched by my coordinators every day, and was reprimanded if I didn’t include a conservation message in my interactions with guests (it’s really hard to say “please recycle” when a guest is just asking where the restrooms are). I had to learn all areas of the Animal Kingdom park (the biggest of the four Disney theme parks), and work in each area. I had to learn what to do if someone dropped an item in an animal exhibit. I had to wear a hot, incredibly unattractive costume complete with hiking boots. I had to be prepared for aggressive guests who, fresh off their third re-watch of Blackfish, were all ready to argue about animal rights. I had to learn a complicated rotation schedule where my co-workers’ breaks and lunches depended on my punctuality. I had to learn how to use a radio, and all the different radio codes. I had to be prepared for every possible emergency. And I had to do it all with a smile on my face.

As the “Circle of Life” came to a close, and the sound of an elephant trumpeted regally through the speakers, I placed one of those smiles on my face and braced for the horde of guests, doing my daily prayer that a child wouldn’t run into my knees and knock me over, thus sending me and the spider flying.

Guests streamed in; as expected some went left, and some went right. However, some lingered near the entrance, waiting for family members to rent strollers, lockers, and wheelchairs, and some stopped to consider their maps. It was these guests and their children who approached me.

I knelt down gently to eye-level, and began explaining what the creature was in my box and, most importantly, why they should care about it (and not squish it if they saw one at home!). Usually, though, there were always the guests who somehow failed to see the huge box in my hands and would immediately start grilling me with questions about the best places to eat, where the attractions were, and, my personal favorite, “Are there animals here? Real ones?”

Now that I think about it, Disney’s reputation for astounding audio-animatronics didn’t render that question all too idiotic. However, it was called the Animal Kingdom, and I did happen to have a real live animal in my arms at that very moment.

I answered the questions to the best of my ability, and soon began to relax. I enjoyed seeing the fascinated looks on a guests’ face (and sometimes a disgusted look) as they gazed and learned about a Huntsman spider, before leaving to go do something (probably) more exciting.

After a little while, I saw my fellow interns start to head backstage out of the corner of my eye, and quickly excused myself from the throng. Time to drop off my bug box, get my stuff from our backstage break room/trailer, and head to my next assignment which, depending on what letter I was that day, could take me to Discovery Island, DinoLand, or Rafiki’s Planet Watch. I would never stay at one place for long—I would rotate the rest of the day until it was time to head home.

Now, you might be wondering what bug boxes, conservation messages, and letter assignments have to do with working at Disney. Well, as I soon began to learn, my experience as a cast member was very different than most. I didn’t pin trade, didn’t work a register, didn’t operate a ride, and didn’t escort characters. However, this role just might have been more important than all of those combined.

I was not a regular cast member; I was not even on the college program, or an animal keeper/zoologist/veterinarian. I was a Conservation Education Presenter, one of the many professional interns living and working at the Walt Disney World Resort for six months. A PI, for short.

This is a very different cast member experience than what you’ve read about, I promise you. This is the story of how I came to be here, and how I grew to love (and sometimes loathe) my time at the Animal Kingdom.
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As with any “behind the scenes” book about Disney, readers want to hear about the juicy bits. I know I certainly would if I picked up this book. Don’t worry—we’ll get to the nitty gritty of the real life day to day grind of Animal Kingdom cast members, but as Lewis Carroll once wrote:

Begin at the beginning and go on till you come to the end: then stop.

My beginning started in the fall of 2011.I had just graduated from Florida Atlantic University in sunny Boca Raton, Florida, with a B.A. in anthropology. What exactly does one do with a degree in anthropology? Good question.

I had always been fascinated by three things: Disney, books, and museums. I started my college career as an English major, but soon realized I would rather read books for pleasure than analyze them for essays and research papers. So I switched to anthropology after taking an introductory course in that field.

I realized I was interested in the same things my Disney doppelganger, Ariel, was interested in—human stuff and collections. Anthropology is the study of humans, and what better place to be surrounded by collections of human stuff than in a museum?

Since my focus was in cultural anthropology, as opposed to archaeology (think Indiana Jones), biological anthropology (think forensic science and the TV Show Bones), and linguistics (think strange languages from around the world), I wanted to work in cultural museums rather than in art museums. This was a hard feat, especially in south Florida.

However, with the help of a great professor, I was able to score an internship at a museum in Clewiston, Florida, that focused on the Seminole Indians. I worked in archiving and collections (not financial collections—museum collections is where they store all the cool objects), and the rest, as they say, was history.

I also did another internship soon after at a Japanese art and history museum, the Morikami Museum and Japanese Gardens. It was love at first sight—sight of a rare samurai sword, I should say. I loved helping in the museum library, helping to clean and accession (fancy museum word for “enter”) rare objects, and helping explain to museum visitors the value of these objects and how they contributed to Japanese culture.

These internships satisfied my craving for books and museums, but Disney was always at the back of my mind. I read countless internet forums on Disney, scoured the web for blogs, and grabbed every Disney book I could get my hands on, no matter its topic—the business of Disney, Disney history, theme park architecture, hidden Mickey guides, restaurant tips, books on Disney animation—anything to satisfy my need for more information about the world’s most famous company.

Living in south Florida, I knew about the Disney College Program (DCP) from flyers and booths advertising the internship on my campus. I had always considered it, and perused the program website every semester when applications came out, but never took it seriously. I figured I would be way too shy to work in such a busy place, not to mention live with complete strangers.

I was living off-campus at the moment at my parent’s house twenty minutes away from school—which wasn’t unusual at FAU, a commuter college. I loved having my own private space to unwind at the end of every day.

Plus, I had had a bad experience right before starting college. I was originally supposed to attend Florida Gulf Coast University, which was two hours away from home, and live in a dorm with three other girls. I went to orientation, and liked their dorm set-up; it was one of the rare ones where everyone would get their own room. The dorms (more like apartments) were also right on the water. It was a beautiful school, and I thought I could handle the environment.

That is, until the week before moving day arrived and I freaked out. I had always been a homebody, and only had a close handful of friends. I was not prepared to be on my own, in a town far away in the middle of nowhere. After all, I was only 17 and hadn’t even held a real job before—only babysitting, and a horrible week at Chuck E. Cheese that I immediately quit.

I told my parents I had changed my mind and didn’t want to go. Of course they were disappointed, and told me I would enjoy it once I got there, but I was too scared to listen. I knew they were right—it wasn’t exactly a party school, and everyone had seemed nice at orientation. I knew if I could just get over my initial panic attack, I would love the experience.

But… I just couldn’t do it. As much as my parents were disappointed, I was ten times more upset and embarrassed. I had to make up an excuse to all my friends who thought I would be going, and change my school plans at the last minute. I felt like a complete loser; all of my high-school friends were so eager to leave home—and here I was, begging to stay. What kind of teenager chooses to live with their parents and little sister, especially when the parents in this situation are dying for their teenager to move out?

It turned out to be the right decision, because if hadn’t chosen to go to FAU instead, I wouldn’t have met my boyfriend (now husband) in our freshman astronomy class, a required course with 200 students packed into an auditorium-sized classroom.

I would never have known he was there if he hadn’t approached me after class one day, when I was reading alone on a bench. He asked if I wanted to go with him to an extra credit session, and I (reluctantly) agreed. I was unsure, not because he wasn’t nice, but because I was extremely shy.

Eric was so easy to talk to, and even though he made a lame Disney joke when he saw me the next day (“What was your name again? Belle? Cinderella?”), we became fast friends. He was an introvert, too, and we shared the same sense of sarcasm. We spent day after day texting and Facebook messaging (seriously, novel-long messages were flung back and forth with surprising ease), and after a year I felt like I could tell him anything. Whenever I and my friends had a fight, whenever my parents or sister got on my nerves, whenever my aging grandparents turned my world upside-down with their increasing illnesses—he was there.

However, I wouldn’t go on an actual date with him, always insisting we were “just friends”. It wasn’t until I flopped down on my best friend’s bed (who, naturally, knew all about him) and let out meekly, “I think I’m starting to like Eric,” did we finally become girlfriend and boyfriend. With her urging, he was invited to my 19th birthday dinner, and a few weeks later we were dating. It was so easy transitioning from friends to something more, and luckily he put up with my Disney and reading obsessions.

I found myself growing more and more independent when I was with Eric—my self-esteem skyrocketed, I was less shy speaking up in class, and more confident in unfamiliar situations. If it weren’t for him, I never would have gathered the courage to finally, in my last semester of college, apply for the Disney College Program.

Now, I know what you’re thinking—isn’t this a professional internship (PI) story? Yes, yes it is. But I started with the college program, knowing how competitive the professional internships were.

The timing was perfect—my friends were all going their separate ways. My best friend, Nadia, moved to Daytona Beach, my other friends were either going to different grad schools or drifting apart, and my grandparents were putting lots of stress on my family.

I wanted to escape. I had no after-college job prospects, my unpaid internships were coming to a close, and I figured six months in my favorite place in the world would not only help my people skills, but fulfill a dream of mine while simultaneously giving me a great job experience.

Of course, this would mean leaving Eric for six months, but we would only be a three-hour drive apart, and he still had a few semesters of school left (though Eric is older than me by a few months, and started college a year before me, he still had a few credits to go). By then, I was 22, we had been together a few years, and trusted and loved each other enough to go our separate ways for a few months.

My parents were still unsure, remembering my last freak-out after almost leaving home, but I assured them this time was different. I was older, and I was ready.

The college program is a chance for students to spend four months to a year working and living in Walt Disney World, taking classes and working in roles as varied as food and beverage, merchandise, attractions, costuming, character performer, and PhotoPass (Disney’s picture-taking service). Rent is taken directly out of a participant’s paycheck every month, and it adds a great boost to one’s resume. As long as you are 18 and have completed one semester of college, you can apply. It doesn’t matter what your major is—the program provides skills applicable to any major.

The application process has become more selective every year. Since I was in my final semester of college, this was my last chance to apply—once you’ve graduated, you then have to apply for a regular cast member role, which doesn’t include housing, although some professional internships let you apply up to six months after graduation.

I was particularly interested in a role that involved working in the Bibbidi Bobbidi Boutique (BBB), a salon that turned little girls into princesses. There were two salons, one located in Cinderella Castle in the Magic Kingdom and one in Downtown Disney (now called Disney Springs). Cast members working there (females only) were referred to as “fairy-godmothers in training”, and it involved wearing a pretty dress and getting to do a little bit of character acting.

I wasn’t confident enough to be an all-out character, nor did I particularly look like any princesses (although I was compared to Jasmine a few times throughout my program), so this seemed like the best option for me. I currently had a part-time job working in a Kid’s Club in a 24-hour fitness gym, where parents could drop off their children while they went to work out or attend classes. So I had experience with children, and loved interacting with them. I had been there for two years, which demonstrated job loyalty. I didn’t have much experience with doing hair or make-up, but I used to dance when I was little, and that involved getting ready and helping other girls look their best for dance recitals.

I perused the professional internships as well, and saw that those with the animal program didn’t require that you complete a college program first (most professional internships prefer CP alumni). Professional internships have roles that are more specific to your college major—these roles can be in management, guest relations, information technology, advertising, and the most coveted role of all, working in the Disney Fairy Tale Wedding Department.

Animal Programs had roles that mostly centered around working backstage and onstage (out of sight of guests and in front of guests, respectively, for those not familiar with the lingo) at three locations: Animal Kingdom park, Epcot at the Seas with Nemo and Friends, and the Animal Kingdom Lodge Resort.

There were a few internships that caught my eye, and I applied to two roles on a whim—a veterinary medical records internship, which would require me to work at Rafiki’s Planet Watch in Animal Kingdom where they perform vet procedures for animals (both for guests to see and in rooms hidden from view), and a Conservation Education Presenter internship, which involved working at six “Kid’s Discovery Clubs” throughout Animal Kingdom, and presenting in front of animal exhibits. I knew this role included a lot of guest interaction, but I applied anyway, as it would utilize my anthropology degree. This internship also appealed to me because it seemed meaningful; I would actually be doing something important instead of just ringing up stuffed animals all day long.

(Disclaimer: all roles at Disney are important, of course—merchandise cast members provide their own special magic. This was just my personal thought process at the time.)

Not holding out much hope for a professional internships, a few days later I opened the application for the regular DCP. Holding my breath, I clicked “apply”. There was nothing to lose.

Little did I know, this process was about to kick my little introverted butt.
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“There it is!” I squealed, as Eric slowed down the car. “Cumberland Park Apartments is where I’ll be living!”

Right across from Little Lake Brian, which contained Chatham Square and Patterson Court (the apartments reserved for college program participants), was Cumberland Park, the apartments set aside for professional interns. It looked absolutely gorgeous, was not too far away from the theme parks, and was conveniently located next to a Publix shopping plaza that had a Subway, a Chinese take-out place, and a nail salon.

Eric and I had taken an impromptu drive to Orlando over one weekend during our holiday break to spend a night at the Polynesian, have one last adventure before we spent six months apart, and to check out where I would be living the following semester. I made sure to take plenty of pictures of the outside of the complex for my future roommates, and for the first time, I felt excited butterflies in my stomach … in addition to the nervous ones already living there.

But let’s rewind.

The college program application was relatively easy. I listed which roles I was interested in, from “very interested” to “not interested”, and flew through the web-based interview, which was sort of like an online personality test. Disney wants people who are punctual, happy, and can work in a team, and so this test is a way to gauge who would move on to the next step in the interview process. I had read before that it
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