As promised, the novella on Disneyworld.

First, places to stay:  If you want to be on the Monorail (which means easier and faster access to the Magic Kingdom and Epcot), you can stay at the Grand Floridian, the Contemporary or the Polynesian.  If you're interested in a place with a kitchen, your options are Old Key West, Boardwalk, Saratoga Springs, the Bay Lake Tower at the Contemporary, the Villas at Animal Kingdom Lodge or the Villas at Wilderness Lodge.  The Animal Kingdom Lodge, while a bit out of the way, is spectacular if you can get a savannah view room.  There’s nothing quite like walking out onto your balcony and seeing giraffes, zebras and other wildlife not 100 yards from you.  The Wilderness Lodge has a beautiful Pacific Northwest totem pole theme.  There are many other Disney hotels, but those are our personal favorites.  
If you are not interested in staying in a Disney hotel, the Four Seasons is lovely.  The rooms are larger than at even the high-end Disney hotels (the ones on the Monorail), but you don’t have any Disney theming or some of the conveniences of a Disney hotel.  There is a Disney desk in the lobby to arrange for passes and Magic bands, but you cannot charge on your Magic bands, and they cannot be used as room keys.  That being said, it’s a Four Seasons with all of the luxury that the brand is known for.  They also have shuttles that go directly between a specific park and the hotel.

If you're not staying at a Monorail hotel, you can either rent a car or there are shuttle buses between the hotels and the various parks.  A car is more convenient (especially if you're going back and forth) and certainly faster.

Rental car:  Hertz, National, Avis and Budget all have on-site rental cars.

Passes:  Get ParkHopper passes.  That allows you to go to as many different parks as you want during the same day.  It gives you maximum flexibility for your visit.  The more days you have on your park passes, the cheaper the per day rate is.  But if you buy more days than your length of stay, don’t forget to also buy the no expiration option.
Schedule:  Our recommendation is to spend a minimum of an entire day at Magic Kingdom and Animal Kingdom and 1/2 day at Epcot.  With older kids, you may want to add a 1/2 day at Hollywood Studios (formerly MGM) as well.  Those with tweens and teens should plan on a full day at Hollywood Studios.  One of the 4 parks will be open either an hour earlier than normal or for several hours later than normal for those guests who stay at a Disney hotel.  Take advantage of this, if you can.  The parks are the most crowded late morning to early evening (11-ish to 5-ish).  If you plan to do any souvenir shopping, the afternoons are the best time as the stores are the least crowded then.

Head for the most popular rides in each park first, to get them out of the way while the park is less crowded.  

In Magic Kingdom, if the kids are roller coaster people, the most popular rides are Space Mountain, Splash Mountain and Big Thunder Mountain (Space Mountain and Splash Mountain have a 44 inch height requirement.  The height requirement for Big Thunder Mountain is 40 inches.)  If they are not roller coaster kind of people, the most popular rides are Buzz Lightyear, Peter Pan, Winnie-the-Pooh and Dumbo.  With the new Fantasyland open, the new Under the Sea ride is also quite popular.  It’s a slow ride showing different scenes from “The Little Mermaid” movie.  It is well done.  There is also a little kids’ roller coaster called the Seven Dwarves’ Mine Ride.  The theming is good, but the roller coaster is clearly meant for younger kids.
There is a new activity that has just been launched in the Magic Kingdom (February 2012) called Sorcerer’s Apprentice.  You register for the game either at the Old Firehouse on Main Street or behind Ye Olde Christmas Shoppe in Liberty Square.  Upon registering (with your park entrance pass), you receive a pack of spell cards, a key card, and a map.  The key card launches the adventure where you help Merlin stop Hades and his corps of villains from stealing a crystal.  The beauty of this game is that the degree of difficulty increases the more you play it, so that it is a new experience for both beginning and experienced players.  It’s also a fun activity to play if the lines for the rides get too crowded.  Our 13 year old and 10 year old had a blast playing.  You can collect additional spell cards each day you come to the park and play.  As you move up in the level of difficulty, it will matter what spell cards you use.  (At the beginners’ level, it doesn’t matter at all.)

In Animal Kingdom, the most popular rides are the new Pandora rides (the Na’vi River Journey and Flight of Passage—both highly recommended, especially Flight of Passage, which has a 44 inch height requirement); Expedition Everest (highly recommended with a 44 inch height requirement), the Safari ride (highly recommended) and the Dinosaur ride (a roller coaster with a 40 inch height requirement).  The Dinosaur ride is loud, dark, and jerky so beware.  :)  The Na’vi River Journey is a slow, family-friendly boat ride.  Flight of Passage is a cross between Soarin’ (a big screen type of ride) and Star Tours (a simulator ride) and orders of magnitude better than both.  It is not to be missed.  And definitely adopt the Na’vi saying, “Sivako” (rise to the challenge) as your philosophy for Flight of Passage.  You absolutely need to book your FastPasses ahead of time for both Pandora rides. Pooh, Tigger and Eeyore also have a regular spot in Animal Kingdom that can be visited.  Also, there is a fantastic playground called the Boneyard at Animal Kingdom.  As with all Disney playgrounds, there is only one entrance/exit so that you don't lose your child.  There is also a carnival/fair setup by the Boneyard, which is a lot of fun. 

In Epcot, the most popular rides are Soarin’ (excellent), Mission: Space (highly recommended) and Test Track. Soarin’ is the newest ride at Epcot and very popular so if it’s of interest, again, getting FastPasses for the ride ahead of time is a must. The ride simulates a hang glider as you swoop down and look at scenic spots around the world (the ride has been recently re-done).  It’s a ride that works well for both adults and children.  Soarin’ does have a 40 inch height requirement.  Mission: Space is a fantastic simulation of the space shuttle.  They give you barf bags, and the bags are there for a reason. I wouldn't recommend it for young children, but if the adults get a chance to go, they should.  There is a spinning version of Mission: Space (orange), which takes you to Mars and a non-spinning version of Mission: Space (green), which orbits around the earth.  Those susceptible to intense spinning should opt for the non-spinning version.  Test Track is a fast car ride with a 40 inch height requirement.  You can design your own car and “test” it against others on the ride.  It’s very well done.    
There is also the World Showcase, where various countries have set up areas in Epcot that have exhibits, shops and shows as well as a “fast food” restaurant and a sit down restaurant.  Mexico has a gentle boat ride, and Norway has a flume ride based on the movie “Frozen” that is quite popular.  World Showcase is open later than the rides, so if you're pressed for time, you should visit them last.   

There is also an Agent P’s World Showcase Adventure that is a good activity, especially if the park is crowded (based upon Phineas and Ferb’s Perry the Platypus).  You use your park pass to check in at various spots (Innoventions, at the gateway to the World Showcase and in Norway) where you are given a cell phone that is programmed for you to help Kim Possible save the world in the different countries in the World Showcase.  As you decipher the clues, different props in those countries will reveal themselves to you.  It is a tremendous amount of fun for kids and adults alike.

Hollywood Studios is for the tweener/teenage crowd mostly.  The newest ride is Toy Story Midway Mania, which is a 3D shooting-for-points game using 3D paintballs.  It is a fantastic ride.  Being the newest and the most popular ride, if you want to ride it, you’ll need to get FastPasses in advance.  The other popular rides are Star Tours (a must, especially if you are a Star Wars fan), the Rock-n-Rollercoaster (a fast and loud rollercoaster with loops) and the Tower of Terror ride (a free fall ride).  There are also various shows happening at Hollywood Studios.  The Beauty and the Beast show is well done, the Muppets in 3D is fun, and the Little Mermaid show is short (15 minutes) with clever special effects. 

For the Star Wars fan, there is a Star Wars collectible shop called Star Wars Launchbay that is well worth the visit for cosplay outfits and other collectibles.
Strollers:  You can rent strollers in each Disney park. However, if your child isn't sitting up yet, it's probably best to bring his/her stroller.  The Disney strollers are very easy to push, light and smooth.  If you are visiting multiple parks, you only have to pay one stroller rental fee and, as long as you keep your receipt, you can drop off your stroller at one park and pick up another stroller at another park without paying again.  You can also buy multiple day stroller rentals at a discount from the daily price, and it means you don’t have to stand in line to pay every morning, saving you time in the park.  There is a LOT of walking, so even if you have children who are well past stroller age, you should consider renting one.  That way, you aren’t constrained by tired little feet, especially at the end of a long day.

Food:  Food is generally of the hamburgers/hot dogs/chicken fingers type, but there are a few exceptions.  In Epcot, each country has 2 restaurants--a sit-down restaurant and a fast-food equivalent.  We like going to Marrakesh in Morocco for dinner.  It's fun (there are musicians and even a belly dancer), and you can order normal food for the kids or Moroccan food, depending on how picky everyone is. The Chinese full service restaurant is good, and the Japanese fast food and full-service restaurants are good.  The Italian sit down (called Via Napoli) has excellent Neapolitan-style pizza.  The German restaurant has a buffet-style that has surprisingly good German food and a few things that unadventurous eaters can also eat (like “chicken schnitzel” aka chicken nuggets).  The country restaurants are generally nice if you want a break from the fast food routine. 
The Magic Kingdom has, near the Haunted Mansion, a cafeteria-style restaurant called Columbia House, which, in addition to chicken fingers, serves semi-healthy food such as tuna salad and clam chowder. There is a new restaurant in Fantasyland called Be Our Guest.  The food there is excellent, although it’s difficult to get a reservation for dinner (and lunch is first-come first-served).  
The Brown Derby and the ABC Commissary at Hollywood Studios have good food and the Brown Derby, in particular, is a fun restaurant to eat at. Its Cobb salad is excellent.

The Animal Kingdom has a restaurant called Yak and Yeti that has a variety of different Asian-themed items that are very good.  Satu’li Canteen, near the new Pandora rides, is also very good.  Pizzafari and Flame Tree Barbeque (also at Animal Kingdom) are also quite good.  
We highly recommend using the Disneyworld app and the mobile ordering feature for those restaurants that support it.  It is a much shorter wait and far more convenient than waiting in line to order.  The app is easy to use, and customizing orders is straightforward (as long as you’re not a Luddite).

There are stands throughout the parks that sell ice cream, water, soft drinks and popcorn.

For sitdown meals, the Animal Kingdom Lodge has an African restaurant called Jiko, which is excellent. The Grand Floridian hotel has a seafood restaurant called Narcoosee's and a modern American restaurant called Citrico’s, which are also excellent.  The Contemporary hotel has a lovely restaurant called California Grill.   There is an adults only restaurant in the Grand Floridian called Victoria and Albert’s (the minimum age for children is 10).  It is a dress up restaurant (jackets required for men) and is generally rated the best restaurant in the state of Florida.  The food is fabulous.  All other restaurants have extremely casual dress codes.

If you're interested in going to a sit-down restaurant, we recommend you make reservations well in advance of your trip by calling (407) WDW-DINE or booking online.  

Character Meals:  There are several places you can go to have meals with your favorite characters.  Our favorite ones are Chef Mickey in the Contemporary Hotel  (with Mickey and Minnie), The Crystal Palace in the Magic Kingdom (with Pooh and friends) and 1900 Park Fare in the Grand Floridian (with Mary Poppins and Alice in Wonderland characters). In Animal Kingdom, there is also Donald’s Safari Breakfast (with Donald Duck and friends), and there is also a Princess breakfast in Epcot in Norway.  The Princess breakfast books up well in advance.    

Face-Painting:  The best face-painting stand is outside the Safari ride at Animal Kingdom.  There is an Avatar-themed face-painting stand outside the Pandora rides.  It is the only place in any of the parks that does Avatar face-painting. There are also face-painters in the Magic Kingdom and one at Hollywood Studios.

Hair-Braiding:  There is one outside the Pirates of the Caribbean in the Magic Kingdom, and one outside the main store in Animal Kingdom.

Medical:  In the event one of the kids falls sick and you need a doctor, there is a great service in Orlando called Doctors on Call.  The telephone number is (407) 399-3627.  They will come to your hotel and take a look at your child and write a prescription if necessary.

Disney Springs:  Disney Springs (formerly known as Downtown Disney) is a collection of shopping and restaurants and quick bites that is fun to visit if you have some down time.  Highlights include:  a fabulous Lego store and a huge Disney store (for shopping), very good counter service stores for poutine, hot dogs (BB Wolfs), and crepes (Aristo crepes), and restaurants (Wolfgang Puck and Ghirardelli, among others).
Hints:

FastPass:  FastPass allows you to reserve a time for a popular ride so that you can do something else, return during the time you're given and cut in front of everyone else who is waiting in line.  Not all rides have FastPass capability, but if the line is too long (and we think anything over 15 minutes is too long), we highly recommend using FastPass.  There's no charge, and it's a great way to avoid standing in long lines.  You now do FastPass electronically (it’s called My Disney Experience).  You can reserve Fastpasses ahead of time for the rides you most want to do, either through the website or through guest services at the hotels or at various kiosks around the parks.  There are limitations:  you are restricted in the number of rides you can FastPass; you can only reserve Fastpasses in one park per day (so if you want to go to multiple parks in the same day, you have to choose which park you want to FastPass); and you can’t Fastpass the same ride more than once.  Still, it’s better to do it than not (especially during busy times).
Parent swap:  For rides that you want to go on as adults but that the kids can't go on, Disney allows you to parent swap.  For instance, if you want to go on Flights of Passage, all of you wait in line (or FastPass), then when you get up to the front, tell them that both adults want to go on the ride.  What happens is that one of you goes on the ride, the other watches the kids, and, then, when the first person is done, they watch the kids, and the other person gets to go on the ride without waiting in line again.  It's a lovely system.

Babychanging stations:  In each park, there is a babychanging station.  All of the restrooms in the parks have changing tables, but the babychanging stations are lovely.  They are quiet, and they have nice changing stations, a secluded room for breastfeeding, highchairs, and supplies if you have forgotten anything (diapers, wipes, formula, etc.).  They are marked on the maps of the parks, and you can ask any Disney employee where they are.

Lost kids:  One of our kids developed a worry about getting lost at the parks at one point.  We discovered something that made her feel better.  Throughout the parks and in Disney Springs, there are machines where you can make dog tags.  All of the dog tags have Disney characters on them, and you can get up to 4 lines of engraving while you wait (it takes about 3 minutes for each tag to be engraved).  We put our kids’ names and our cell phone numbers on the dog tags.  You can also buy a chain to go along with it.  Total cost (with chain) is $12 per tag.  We also bought a Disney charm of their favorite Disney character to put on the chain.  They wore these throughout the parks and airport.  It made them (and us) feel more secure.  And all of the Disney staff are trained about looking for lost children and taking care of them.

For even more obsessive information, you can go to www.allearsnet.com, which is an unofficial Disney Website that makes us look like amateurs.

