PART ONE

BASIC

CONSIDERATIONS

IS WALT DISNEY WORLD
for YOU?

ALMOST ALL VISITORS ENJOY WALT DISNEY WORLD on some
level and find things to see and do that they like. In fact, for many, the
theme park attractions are just the tip of the iceberg. The more
salient question, then (since this is a family vacation), is whether the
members of your family basically like the same things. If you do,
fine. If not, how will you handle the differing agendas?

A mother from Toronto wrote a couple of years ago describing
her husband’s aversion to Disney’s (in his terms) “phony, plastic, and
idealized version of life.” Touring the theme parks, he was a real
cynic and managed to diminish the experience for the rest of the fam-
ily. As it happened, however, dad’s pejorative point of view didn’t
extend to the Disney golf courses. So mom packed him up and sent
him golfing while the family enjoyed the theme parks.

If you have someone in your family who doesn’t like theme parks or,
for whatever reason, doesn’t care for Disney’s brand of entertainment,
it helps to get the attitude out in the open. Our recommendation is to
deal with the person up front. Glossing over or ignoring the contrary
opinion and hoping that “Tom will like it once he gets there” is naive
and unrealistic. Either leave Tom at home, or help him discover and
plan activities that he will enjoy, resigning yourself in the process to the
fact that the family won’t be together at all times.

DIFFERENT FOLKS, DIFFERENT STROKES

IT’S NO SECRET THAT WE AT THE Unofficial Guides believe thor-
ough planning is an essential key to a successful Walt Disney World
vacation. It’s also no secret that our emphasis on planning rubs
some folks the wrong way. One author’s sister and her husband, for
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example, are spontaneous people and do not appreciate the concept
of detailed planning or, more particularly, following one of our tour-
ing plans when they visit the theme parks. To them the most
important thing is to relax, take things as they come, and enjoy the
moment. Sometimes they arrive at Epcot at 10:30 in the morning
(impossibly late for us Unofficial Guide types), walk around enjoying
the landscaping and architecture, and then sit with a cup of espresso;
watching other guests race around the park like maniacs. They would
be the first to admit that they don’t see many attractions, but experi-
encing attractions is not what lights their sparklers.

Not coincidentally, most of our readers are big on planning. When
they go to the theme park they want to experience the attractions,
and the shorter the lines, the better. In a word, they are willing to sac-
rifice some spontaneity for touring efficiency.

We want you to have the best possible time, whatever that means
to you, so plan (or not) according to your preference. The point here
is that most families (unlike my sister and her husband) are not
entirely in agreement on this planning versus spontaneity issue. If
you are a serious planner and your oldest daughter and husband are
free spirits, you’ve got the makings of a problem. In practice, the way
this and similar scenarios shake out is that the planner (usually the
more assertive or type-A person) just takes over. Sometimes daughter
and husband go along and everything works out, but just as often
they feel resentful. There are as many ways of developing a win/win
compromise as there are well-intentioned people on different sides of
this situation. How you settle it is up to you. We’re simply suggesting
that you examine the problem and work out the solution before you
go on vacation.

THE NATURE OF THE BEAST

THOUGH MANY PARENTS DON’T REALIZE IT, there is no law that
says you must take your kids to Walt Disney World. Likewise, there’s
no law that says you will enjoy Walt
Disney World. And although we will
help you make the most of any visit,
we can’t change the basic nature of
the beast . . . er, mouse. A Walt Dis-
ney World vacation is an active and
physically demanding undertaking.
Regimentation, getting up early, lots of walking, waiting in lines,
fighting crowds, and (often) enduring heat and humidity are as
intrinsic to a Walt Disney World vacation as stripes are to a zebra.
Especially if you’re traveling with children, you’ll need a sense of
humor, more than a modicum of patience, and the ability to roll with
the punches.

Sehlinger’s Law postulates
' that “the number of adults
+ required to take care of

an active toddler is equal
to the number of adults
present, plus one.”.
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touring on their own at Walt Disney World is tantamount to being
independent in a large city. It’s intoxicating, to say the least, and can
be an excellent learning experience, if not a rite of passage. In any
event, we’re not suggesting that you just turn them loose. Rather, we
are just attempting to sensitize you to the fact that for your teens,
there are some transcendent issues involved.

Most teens crave the company of other teens. If you have a soli-
tary teen in your family, do not be surprised if he or she wants to
invite a friend on your vacation. If you are invested in sharing inti-
mate, quality time with your solitary teen, the presence of a friend
will make this difficult, if not impossible. However, if you turn down
the request to bring a friend, be prepared to go the extra mile to be a
companion to your teen at Walt Disney World. Expressed differently,
if you’re a teen, it’s not much fun to ride Space Mountain by yourself.

One specific issue that absolutely should be addressed before you
leave home is what assistance (if any) you expect from your teen in
regard to helping with younger children in the family. Once again, try
to carve out a win/win compromise. Consider the case of the mother
from Indiana who had a teenage daughter from an earlier marriage
and two children under age 10 from a second marriage. After a cou-
ple of vacations where she thrust the unwilling teen into the position
of being a surrogate parent to her stepsisters, the teen declined hence-
forth to participate in family vacations.

Many parents have written the Unofficial Guide asking if there are
unsafe places at Walt Disney World or places where teens simply
should not be allowed to go. Although the answer depends more on
your family values and the relative maturity of your teens than on Walt
Disney World, the basic answer is no. Though it’s true that teens (or
adults, for that matter) who are looking for trouble can find it any-
where, there is absolutely nothing at Walt Disney World that could be
construed as a precipitant or a catalyst. Be advised, however, that adults
consume alcohol at most Walt Disney World restaurants and that
drinking is a very visible part of the Pleasure Island club scene. Also, be
aware that some of the movies available at the cinemas at the West Side
of Downtown Disney demand the same discretion you exercise when
allowing your kids to see movies at home.

As a final aside, if you allow your teens some independence and they
are getting around on the Walt Disney World transportation system,
expect some schedule slippage. There are no posted transportation
schedules other than when service begins in the morning and when ser-
vice terminates at night. Thus, to catch a bus, for example, you just go
to a bus station and wait for the next bus to your Disney World desti-
nation. If you happen to just miss the bus, you might have to wait 15 to
45 minutes (more often 15 to 20 minutes) for the next one. If punctual-
ity is essential, advise your independent teens to arrive at a transporta-
tion station an hour before they are expected somewhere in order to
allow sufficient time for the commute.



ABOUT INVITING YOUR CHILDREN’S FRIENDS

About INVITING your
CHILDREN'S FRIENDS

IF YOUR CHILDREN WANT TO INVITE FRIENDS on your Walt Dis-
ney World vacation, give your decision careful thought. There’s more
involved here than might be apparent. First, consider the logistics of
numbers. Is there room in the car? Will you have to leave something
at home that you had planned on taking to make room in the trunk
for the friend’s luggage? Will additional hotel rooms or a larger
condo be required? Will the increased number of people in your
group make it hard to get a table at a restaurant?

If you determine that you can logistically accommodate one or
more friends, the next step is to consider how the inclusion of the
friend will affect your group’s dynamics. Generally speaking, the
presence of a friend will make it harder to really connect with your
own children. So if one of your vacation goals is an intimate bonding
experience with your children, the addition of friends will probably
frustrate your attempts to realize that objective.

If family relationship building is not necessarily a primary objec-
tive of your vacation, it’s quite possible that the inclusion of a friend
will make life easier for you. This is especially true in the case of only
children, who may otherwise depend exclusively on you to keep them
happy and occupied. Having a friend along can take the pressure off
and give you some much-needed breathing room.

If you decide to allow a friend to accompany you, limit the selec-
tion to children you know really well and whose parents you also
know. Your Walt Disney World vacation is not the time to include
“my friend Eddie from school” whom you’ve never met. Your chil-
dren’s friends who have spent time in your home will have a sense of
your parenting style, and you will have a sense of their personality,
behavior, and compatibility with your family. Assess the prospective
child’s potential to fit in well on a long trip. Is he or she polite, per-
sonable, fun to be with, and reasonably mature? Does he or she relate
well to you and to the other members of your family?

Because a Walt Disney World vacation is not, for most of us, a spur-
of-the-moment thing, you should have adequate time to evaluate po-
tential candidate friends. A trip to the mall including a meal in a
sit-down restaurant will tell you volumes about the friend. Likewise,
inviting the friend to share dinner with the family and then spend the
night will provide a lot of relevant information. Ideally this type of
evaluation should take place early on in the normal course of family
events, before you discuss the possibility of a friend joining you on your
vacation. This will allow you to size things up without your child (or
the friend) realizing that an evaluation is taking place.

By seizing the initiative, you can guide the outcome. Ann, a Spring-
field, Ohio, mom, for example, anticipated that her 12-year-old son
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“HE WHO HESITATES IS LAUNCHED!”

spending time with your child is wonderful, it is very difficult to match
the energy level of your child if you are the sole focus of his or her world.

One alternative: try to meet other single parents at Walt Disney
World. It may seem odd, but most of them are in the same boat as you;
besides, all you have to do is ask. Another option, albeit expensive, is to
take along a trustworthy babysitter (18 or up) to travel with you.

The easiest way to meet other single parents at the World is to
hang out at the hotel pool. Make your way there on the day you
arrive, after traveling by car or plane and without enough time to
blow a full admission ticket at a theme park. In any event, a couple
of hours spent poolside is a relaxing way to start your vacation.

If you visit Walt Disney World with another single parent, get
adjoining rooms; take turns watching all the kids; and, on at least
one night, get a sitter and enjoy an evening out.

Throughout this book we mention the importance of good plan-
ning and touring. For a single parent, this is an absolute must. In
addition, make sure that every day you set aside some downtime back
at the hotel.

Finally, don’t try to spend every moment with your children on va-
cation. Instead, plan some activities for your children with other chil-
dren. Disney educational programs for children, for example, are
worth considering. Then take advantage of your free time to do what
you want to do: read a book, have a massage, take a long walk, or en-
joy a catnap.

“"HE WHO HESITATES
IS LAUNCHED!”
Tips and Warnings for Grandparents

SENIORS OFTEN GET INTO PREDICAMENTS caused by touring with
grandchildren. Run ragged and pressured to endure a blistering pace,
many seniors just concentrate on surviving Walt Disney World rather
than enjoying it. The theme parks have as much to offer older visitors
as they do children, and seniors must either set the pace or dispatch
the young folks to tour on their own.

An older reader from Alabaster, Alabama, writes:

The main thing I want to say is that being a senior is not for wussies.
At Disney World particularly, it requires courage and pluck. Things
that used to be easy take a lot of effort, and sometimes your brain
has to wait for your body to catch up. Half the time, your grand-
children treat you like a crumbling ruin and then turn around and
trick you into getting on a roller coaster in the dark. What you need
to tell seniors is that they have to be alert and not trust anyone. Not
their children or even the Disney people, and especially not their
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grandchildren. When your grandchildren want you to go on a ride,
don’t follow along blindly like a lamb to the slaughter. Make sure
you know what the ride is all about. Stand your ground and do not
waffle. He who hesitates is launched!

If you don’t get to see much of your grandchildren, you might
think that Walt Disney World is the perfect place for a little bonding
and togetherness. Wrong! Walt Disney World can potentially send
children into system overload and precipitates behaviors that pose a
challenge even to adoring parents, never mind grandparents. You
don’t take your grandchildren straight to Disney World for the same
reason you don’t buy your 16-year-old son a Ferrari: handling it safely
and well requires some experience.

Begin by spending time with your grandchildren in an environment
that you can control. Have them over one at a time for dinner and to
spend the night. Check out how they respond to your oversight and
discipline. Most of all, zero in on whether you are compatible, enjoy
each other’s company, and have fun together. Determine that you can
set limits and that they will accept those limits. When you reach this
stage, you can contemplate some outings to the zoo, the movies, the
mall, or the state fair. Gauge how demanding your grandchildren are
when you are out of the house. Eat a meal or two in a full-service
restaurant to get a sense of their social skills and their ability to
behave appropriately. Don’t expect perfection, and be prepared to
modify your behavior a little, too. As a senior friend of mine told her
husband (none too decorously), “You can’t see Walt Disney World
sitting on a stick.”

If you have a good relationship with your grandchildren and have
had a positive one-on-one experience taking care of them, you might
consider a trip to Walt Disney World. If you do, we have two recom-
mendations. First, visit Walt Disney World without them to get an idea
of what you’re getting into. A scouting trip will also provide you an op-
portunity to enjoy some of the attractions that won’t be on the itinerary
when you return with the grandkids. Second, if you are considering a
trip of a week’s duration, you might think about buying a Disney pack-
age that combines four days at Walt Disney World with a three-day
cruise on the Disney Magic or the Disney Wonder. In addition to being
a memorable experience for your grandchildren, the cruise provides
plenty of structure for children of almost every age, thus allowing you to
be with them but also to have some time off. Call the Disney Cruise Line
at ‘@ 800-951-3532 or visit www.disneycruise.com.

A Dozen Tips for Grandparents

1. It's best to take one grandchild at a time, two at the most. Cousins can
be better than siblings because they don’t fight as much. To preclude
sibling jealousy, try connecting the trip to a child’s milestone, such as
finishing the sixth grade.
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Let your grandchildren help plan the vacation, and keep the first one
short. Be flexible, and don’t overplan.

. Discuss mealtimes and bedtime. Fortunately, many grandparents are on

an early dinner schedule, which works nicely with younger children.
Also, if you want to plan a special evening out, be sure to make the
reservation ahead of time.

Gear plans to your grandchildren’s age levels, because if they're not
happy, you won’t be happy.

Create an itinerary that offers some supervised activities for children in
case you need a rest.

If you're traveling by car, this is the one time we highly recommend
headphones. Kids” musical tastes are vastly different from most grand-
parents’. It's simply more enjoyable when everyone can listen to his or
her own preferred style of music, at least for some portion of the trip.
Take along a night-light.

Carry a notarized statement from parents for permission for medical
care in case of an emergency. Also be sure you have insurance informa-
tion and copies of any prescriptions for medicines the kids may be on.
Ditto for eyeglass prescriptions.

Tell your grandchildren about any medical problems you may have so
they can be prepared if there’s an emergency.

Many attractions and hotels offer discounts for seniors, so be sure you
check ahead of time for bargains.

. Plan your evening meal early to avoid long waits. And make advance

reservations if you're dining in a popular spot, even if it's early. Take
some crayons and paper to keep kids occupied.

If planning a family-friendly trip seems overwhelming, try Grandtravel, a
tour operator /travel agent aimed at kids and their grandparents (call
‘S 800-247-7651 or visit www.grandtrvl.com).

ORDER :7nd DISCIPLINE
on the ROAD

OK, OK, WIPE THAT SMIRK OFF YOUR FACE. Order and discipline
on the road may seem like an oxymoron to you, but you won’t be
hooting when your 5-year-old launches a screaming stem-winder in
the middle of Fantasyland. Your willingness to give this subject seri-
ous consideration before you leave home may well be the most
important element of your pretrip preparation.

Discipline and maintaining order are more difficult when traveling

than at home because everyone is, as a Boston mom put it, “in and out”
(in strange surroundings and out of the normal routine). For children,
it’s hard to contain excitement and anticipation that pop to the surface
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According to child psychologist Dr. Karen Turnbow, successful
response to (or avoidance of) behavioral problems on the road begins
with a clear-cut disciplinary policy at home. Both at home and on
vacation the approach should be the same, and should be based on
the following key concepts:

1. LET EXPECTATIONS BE KNOWN. Discuss what you expect from your
children but don’t try to cover every imaginable situation. Cover expec-
tations in regard to compliance with parental directives, treatment of
siblings, resolution of disputes, schedule (including wake-up and bed-
times), courtesy and manners, staying together, and who pays for what.

2. EXPLAIN THE CONSEQUENCES OF NONCOMPLIANCE. Detail very
clearly and firmly the consequence of not meeting expectations. This
should be very straightforward and unambiguous. If you do X (or
don’t do X), this is what will happen.

3. WARN YOUR KIDs. You're dealing with excited, expectant children,
not machines, so it’s important to issue a warning before meting out
discipline. It’s critical to understand that we’re talking about one
unequivocal warning rather than multiple warnings or nagging.
These undermine your credibility and make your expectations appear
relative or less than serious. Multiple warnings or nagging also effec-
tively passes control of the situation from you to your child (who may
continue to act out as an attention-getting strategy).

4. FOLLOW THROUGH. If you say you’re going to do something, do it.
Period. Children must understand that you are absolutely serious and
committed.

5. BE CONSISTENT. Inconsistency makes discipline a random event in
the eyes of your children. Random discipline encourages random
behavior, which translates to a nearly total loss of parental control.
Long-term, both at home and on the road, your response to a given
situation or transgression must be perfectly predictable. Structure
and repetition, essential for a child to learn, cannot be achieved in the
absence of consistency.

Although the above are the five biggies, there are several corollary
concepts and techniques that are worthy of consideration.

First, understand that whining, tantrums, defiance, sibling fric-
tion, and even holding the group up are ways in which children
communicate with parents. Frequently the object or precipitant of a
situation has little or no relation to the unacceptable behavior. A fit
may on the surface appear to be about the ice cream you refused to
buy little Robby, but there’s almost always something deeper, a sub-
text that is closer to the truth (this is the reason why ill behavior often
persists after you give in to a child’s demands). As often as not the
real cause is a need for attention. This need is so powerful in some
children that they will subject themselves to certain punishment and
parental displeasure to garner the attention they crave.



ORDER AND DISCIPLINE ON THE ROAD

To get at the root cause of the behavior in question requires both ac-
tive listening and empowering your child with a “feeling vocabulary.”
Active listening is a concept that’s been around a long time. It involves
being alert not only to what a child says but also to the context in which
it is said, to the language used and possible subtext, to the child’s emo-
tional state and body language, and even to what’s not said. Sounds
complicated, but it’s basically being attentive to the larger picture, and
more to the point, being aware that there is a larger picture.

Helping your child to develop a feeling vocabulary consists of
teaching your child to use words to describe what’s going on. The
idea is to teach the child to articulate what’s really troubling him, to
be able to identify and express emotions and mood states in lan-
guage. Of course learning to express feelings is a lifelong experience,
but it’s much less dependent on innate sensitivity than being provided
the tools for expression and being encouraged to use them.

It all begins with convincing your child that you’re willing to listen
attentively and take what he’s saying seriously. Listening to your child,
you help him transcend the topical by reframing the conversation to ad-
dress the underlying emotional state(s). That his brother hit him may
have precipitated the mood, but the act is topical and of secondary im-
portance. What you want is for your child to be able to communicate
how that makes him feel, and to get in touch with those emotions.
When you reduce an incident (hitting) to the emotions triggered (anger,
hurt, rejection, and so on), you have the foundation for helping him to
develop constructive coping strategies. Not only are being in touch
with one’s feelings and developing constructive coping strategies essen-
tial to emotional well-being, but they also beneficially affect behavior.
A child who can tell his mother why he is distressed is a child who has
discovered a coping strategy far more effective (not to mention easier
for all concerned) than a tantrum.

Children are almost never too young to begin learning a feeling
vocabulary. And helping your child to be in touch with, and try to
communicate, his emotions will stimulate you to focus on your feel-
ings and mood states in a similar way.

SIX MORE TIPS

UNTIL YOU GET THE ACTIVE LISTENING and feeling vocabulary
going, be careful not to become part of the problem. There’s a whole
laundry list of adult responses to bad behavior that only make things
worse. Hitting, swatting, yelling, name calling, insulting, belittling,
using sarcasm, pleading, nagging, and inducing guilt (as in: “We’ve
spent thousands of dollars to bring you to Disney World and now
you’re spoiling the trip for everyone”) figure prominently on the list.

Responding to a child appropriately in a disciplinary situation
requires thought and preparation. Following are key things to keep in
mind and techniques to try when your world blows up while waiting
in line for Dumbo.
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I. BE THE ADULT. It’s well understood that children can punch their
parents’ buttons faster and more lethally than just about anyone or
anything else. They’ve got your number, know precisely how to elicit
a response, and are not reluctant to go for the jugular. Fortunately (or
unfortunately) you’re the adult, and to deal with a situation effec-
tively, you must act like one. If your kids get you ranting and
caterwauling, you effectively abdicate your adult status. Worse, you
suggest by way of example that being out of control is an acceptable
expression of hurt or anger. No matter what happens, repeat the
mantra, “I am the adult in this relationship.”

2. FREEZE THE ACTION. Being the adult and maintaining control
almost always translates to freezing the action, to borrow a sports
term. Instead of a knee-jerk response (at a maturity level closer to
your child’s than yours), freeze the action by disengaging. Wherever
you are or whatever the family is doing, stop in place and concentrate
on one thing and one thing only: getting all involved calmed down.
Practically speaking, this usually means initiating a time-out. It’s
essential that you take this action immediately. Grabbing your child
by the arm or collar and dragging him toward the car or hotel room
only escalates the turmoil by prolonging the confrontation and by
adding a coercive physical dimension to an already volatile emotional
event. If for the sake of people around you (as when a toddler throws
a tantrum in church) it’s essential to retreat to a more private place,
chose the first place available. Firmly sit the child down and refrain
from talking to him until you’ve both cooled off. This might take a
little time, but the investment is worthwhile. Truncating the process
is like trying to get on your feet too soon after surgery.

3. ISOLATE THE cHILD. You’ll be able to deal with the situation more
effectively and expeditiously if the child is isolated with one parent.
Dispatch the uninvolved members of your party for a Coke break or
have them go on with the activity or itinerary without you (if pos-
sible) and arrange to rendezvous later at an agreed time and place. In
addition to letting the others get on with their day, isolating the
offending child with one parent relieves him of the pressure of being
the group’s focus of attention and object of anger. Equally impor-
tant, isolation frees you from the scrutiny and expectations of the
others in regard to how to handle the situation.

4. REVIEW THE SITUATION WITH THE cHILD. If, as discussed above,
you’ve made your expectations clear, stated the consequences of failing
those expectations, and have administered a warning, review the situa-
tion with the child and follow through with the discipline warranted. If,
as often occurs, things are not so black and white, encourage the child
to communicate his feelings. Try to uncover what occasioned the acting
out. Lecturing and accusatory language don’t work well here, nor do
threats. Dr. Turnbow suggests a better approach (after the child is
calm) is to ask, “What can we do to make this a better day for you?”









