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Brightspark President Mike Schields, pictured here in the Swiss Alps, has ambitious plans for the Deerfield, Illinois-based student tour operator.
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The Future of 
Student Travel
is Looking Bright

T
ravel is a gift, passed down from generation to gen-

eration. It is a privilege and experience every youth

should have. Mike Schields agrees with these senti-

ments. Schields is the new president of Brightspark, and he

wants to give more students and youths the opportunity to

travel all over the world.

Schields spent the last decade with the Globus Family of

Brands, one of the world’s lead-

ing travel companies, where he

helped the firm achieve some

major accomplishments. Now,

he’s taken on a new challenge

with Brightspark, a student-fo-

cused tour operator. It was a dif-

ficult decision, Schields says,

but the new position created ex-

citing possibilities. 

“There’s an opportunity here

to win the hearts and minds of kids as they travel and are 

exposed to the joys of seeing the world,” he says. “And that

is pretty powerful from my perspective.”

Brightspark is a member of TUI Travel Group of Compa-

nies, one of the largest and most successful travel companies

in the world. Over 240 brands fall under the TUI umbrella in-

cluding 57 brands in the U.S like Europe Express, Gulliver’s

Travel, Adventure Center and iExplore. 

Recently, Brightspark under-

went a brand overhaul to better

establish its name in the student

travel industry. "Basically there

were four companies that did

close to the same thing and had

complementary business mod-

els,” says Schields. So they de-

cided to aggregate the four and

combine them under one com-

mon brand. “The name is estab-
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lished now, and the goal is to grow and prosper

and attach top quality and service to that

name."

And Schields is ready to take on that mis-

sion, as well as his new role, which requires

him to have an overarching view of all activity.

“It’s basically looking at every aspect of the op-

eration and optimizing it and enhancing it,” he

says. “From sales to product development to

operations to marketing to communications.” In

each of those entities, Schields wants to be-

come the best in the industry, and he believes

having a common goal will take the company in

the right direction. 

And that direction is to make Brightspark a

bellwether in the student travel industry. He

seeks to improve service levels, increase

support and create some differentiation in 

the products Brightspark offers. Currently, the

company’s primary product is the Washington,

D.C. trip, as well as some additional destina-

tions such as Boston, New York and Orlando.

Brightspark also has a strong performance

and events division, which is showing growth.

But there is a lot more potential out there, es-

pecially since the student and youth travel in-

dustry has shown significant growth in recent

years.

Young people are traveling more and

spending more, according to a new report from

the World Youth Student and Educational

Travel Confederation (WYSTEC). In 2012,

young travelers accounted for $217 billion of

the $1.088 trillion tourism “spend” around the

world, the largest increase of any group of

travelers. This segment now represents 20

percent of international tourism.

Schields expects the growth to continue.

“Every year, you’ve got a pipeline of millions

of new kids that are potentially travel cus-

tomers,” he says. “We have kids coming

through who want to travel, who want to see

things.” 

In order to take advantage of the grow-

ing number of student and youth travelers,

Schields believes Brightspark needs to stand

out from the crowd. There is room in the in-

dustry for different styles, Schields says. The
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company has the opportunity to create some-

thing unique and offbeat, as opposed to offer-

ing a cookie-cutter eighth grade trip. And that

differentiation could come in the form of spe-

cial tours, lessons and programs that help to

cultivate a student’s life.

It isn’t just the amount of travel that has

changed; the very nature of it has, too. WYSE

Travel Confederation’s report found that the

reasons for people traveling have shifted sig-

nificantly, and the motivations behind it show a

rise in cultural tourism. More than ever, young

people want to enrich their lives and are trav-

eling to gain work, educational and cultural ex-

periences. Young travelers are touring the

world in order to improve their resumes, ac-

cording to the report. In fact, 22 percent of

young travelers want to learn a language, 15

percent want to gain work experience and 15

percent travel to study.

The desire to better oneself through travel

is a concept with which Schields is very famil-

iar. When asked why student travel is so im-

portant, Schields’ first response was that it

breaks down barriers. “It’s the best way for kids

to be exposed to different ways of life and dif-

ferent ways of thinking,” he says. “It educates

beyond the classroom.” 

And this is what students and youths are

seeking, an experience that is completely for-

eign and exotic. The WYSETC study found

that the places young people are traveling to

are changing and reflect this trend. They are

spending less time in major gateway cities and

exploring more remote destinations. The rea-

son for this, according to Schields, is that

many kids today have well-traveled parents,

and, as a result, are very well traveled them-

selves. This means they’ve been to many of

the major U.S. cities, including Washington,

D.C., and New York, and are now looking to

visit more exotic destinations, including places

in Central and South America, two of the

biggest up and coming markets for travel. 

While this creates more opportunities for

travel companies to build new itineraries, it is

also a challenge, says Schields, as many com-

panies are already in the market promoting

these types of trips. Brightspark has already

started working the international market, and

it is progressing well, according to Schields.
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Student Travel Planning Made Easy

T
he 2014 Student Travel Planning

Guide, redesigned from cover to

cover, is a gold mine for anyone

who packages student group trips. Filled

with expert advice, the fifth annual edition

of this print publication features a slew of

new articles written by experts in their

fields. Topics range from negotiating group

airfares and hotel rates to hiring extra se-

curity and choosing a volunteer program

provider. Articles also spotlight fundraising

ideas and the latest in tech tools. 

Mixing how-to information with listings

of destinations, attractions and hotels

eager to host student groups, the 52-page

Student Travel Planning Guide is “a valu-

able resource full of fresh ideas for educa-

tors and anyone involved in putting

together youth trips,” said Randy Mink,

managing editor. The guide is published by

Premier Tourism Marketing, the parent

company of Leisure Group Travel.

Student group travel planners will find

even more sources online at StudentTrav-

elPlanningGuide.com. Destination-focused

articles provide practical information on

hundreds of student-friendly locations

worldwide, while fun-to-read checklists of

recommendations in various categories lay

out top picks in subjects as diverse as

music museums, safari parks and shop-

ping malls. Readers also will find tips on

chartering a motorcoach, chaperone se-

lection and mapping out a trip timeline. In

addition, they have full access to the digi-

tal edition of the print guide. 

The online profiles database contains

hundreds of hotel, tour operator, attraction,

dining and venue suppliers to meet your

research and planning needs. Also browse

the large collection of sample itineraries.

All of this online content is wrapped in

an easy-to-navigate website that allows

you to search, review and read information

pertaining only to your destination of

choice–in a format that automatically 

adjusts to give you the best experience

with whatever device you are using: PC,

tablet or smartphone.

Together, the print and online editions

of the Student Travel Planning Guide pro-

vide a complete solution to your student

travel planning needs. �

Luxury cloaked in nature, 
with a touch of serenity.
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The 2014 Student Travel Planning Guide

has been beefed up with new content.



When it comes to group fun, you’ll find out Wisconsin Dells  
is more than just “The Waterpark Capital of the World!®” From  
boat tours to dining, wineries, historic attractions and more,  
Wisconsin Dells is the group tour destination that keeps on giving.    
MeetInTheDells.com  |  groups@wisdells.com  |  (800) 223-3557
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But there is certainly more potential and

Brightspark is looking to take it to the next

level.

“I’m super excited at the opportunity,”

says Schields. “I think there’s a tremendous

amount of potential. It’s a great company, a

great brand. [And] we’re going to make it

better.” LGT

– At a Glance
Formed: 2010 with the merger of 
Educational Tours, National Events, 
New Horizons Tour and Travel and
Travel Adventures. Part of the TUI 
Travel PLC.
Specialty: Student tours to major 
domestic destinations, such as 
Washington DC, New York and 
Orlando, with additional performance-
based events
Headquarters: Deerfield, IL
Contact: 888-995-5579, 
brightsparktravel.com


