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PROTECTING STUDENTS AND STAFF: THE LIFE-SAVING MISSION OF THE I LOVE U
GUYS FOUNDATION

School  safety  has  become  one  of  the  most  pressing  concerns  for  educators,  parents,  and
communities worldwide. In an era where emergencies can take many forms—from natural disasters
to violent incidents—having a clear, consistent, and practiced response plan is essential. At the
heart  of  this  movement  toward  preparedness  is  the  I  Love  U  Guys  Foundation,  a  non-profit
organization that has transformed how schools and public venues handle crises. Founded on a
heartbreaking personal loss, the foundation has developed the widely adopted Standard Response
Protocol  (SRP)  and Standard Reunification  Method (SRM),  providing lifesaving frameworks  used by
thousands of schools across North America and beyond. This article explores the origin, mission, key
programs, and lasting impact of the I Love U Guys Foundation, offering a comprehensive look at why
it remains a cornerstone of modern emergency preparedness.

The Story Behind the Foundation: From
Tragedy to Purpose
The I Love U Guys Foundation was born out of unimaginable tragedy. On September 27, 2006, a
gunman entered Platte Canyon High School in Bailey, Colorado, taking several hostages. After hours
of negotiation, the situation ended tragically with the death of 16-year-old Emily Keyes, who was
fatally  shot.  In  her  final  moments,  Emily  was  able  to  text  her  parents  three  simple  but  profound
words:  "I  love  u  guys."  Those  words  became the  rallying  cry  for  her  family  and  community.
Determined  to  ensure  that  no  other  family  would  suffer  such  a  loss  without  the  benefit  of  better
emergency protocols, Emily’s parents, John-Michael and Ellen Keyes, founded the I Love U Guys
Foundation in 2007.
Rather  than focusing solely  on grief,  the Keyes family  channeled their  energy into creating a
practical,  adaptable  system that  schools  could  use  to  respond to  any threat  or  hazard.  They
recognized that many schools lacked consistent,  easy-to-understand language for emergencies.
Teachers  and  staff  were  often  confused  by  jargon  or  complex  plans  that  varied  from  district  to
district. The foundation set out to change that by developing a simple, actionable protocol that
anyone could follow.

The Foundation’s Mission and Core
Principles
The mission of the I Love U Guys Foundation is straightforward: to restore and protect the joy of
youth  through  proven  programs  that  create  confidence  and  capacity  in  school  communities.  The
foundation accomplishes this through two primary initiatives: the Standard Response Protocol
(SRP)  and  the  Standard  Reunification  Method  (SRM).  Both  are  built  on  the  principles  of
consistency, simplicity, and training. The goal is not to design a one-size-fits-all plan, but to provide
a common language and set of actions that can be adapted to any school’s unique environment.
The foundation’s work is grounded in research, collaboration with law enforcement and emergency
management  experts,  and feedback  from thousands  of  educators  who have implemented the
programs. All resources are offered at no cost, emphasizing the foundation’s commitment to equity
in school safety. No school should be unable to protect its students due to budget constraints.

The Standard Response Protocol (SRP): A
Common Language for Crises
The cornerstone of the I Love U Guys Foundation’s work is the Standard Response Protocol
(SRP).  This  protocol  provides  a  simple,  five-action  framework  that  replaces  the  confusing  B-K-C
(Bomb, Kill, Code…) systems that were previously common in many schools. The five actions are:

Hold: Used when hallways need to be cleared and normal activities continue within
classrooms. For example, a medical emergency in the hallway or a minor disturbance.
Secure: Used when there is a threat or hazard outside the school building. Exterior doors are
locked, and normal activities continue inside. This is common during police activity in the
neighborhood or a nearby animal threat.
Lockdown: Used when there is a threat inside the school building. All doors are locked, lights
are turned off, students and staff move out of sight, and silence is maintained. This is the
action most associated with active shooter or intruder events.
Evacuate: Used to move students and staff from the building to a designated assembly area,
typically for threats like fire or gas leaks. The protocol includes specific procedures for
evacuation routes and accountability.
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Shelter: Used for natural hazards such as tornadoes, earthquakes, or hazardous materials
spills. The specific posture (e.g., drop and cover, seal the room) depends on the hazard.

Each action is accompanied by simple clear directions: for example, "Lockdown! Locks, Lights, Out of
Sight!" This consistent language ensures that regardless of which school a student or staff member
is in, they will understand the expected response. The SRP is not just for schools—many businesses,
churches, and government agencies have adopted it as well.
The foundation provides posters, training videos, and drill guides to help schools implement the SRP
effectively.  They  stress  that  regular  practice  and  drills  are  essential  for  the  protocol  to  become
automatic.  With  repeated training,  the cognitive load during an actual  emergency is  reduced,
allowing staff to focus on dynamic decision-making.

The Standard Reunification Method (SRM):
Getting Students Back to Families Safely
While  the  SRP  addresses  the  immediate  emergency  response,  the  Standard  Reunification
Method (SRM) focuses on what happens after the crisis ends: reuniting students with their parents
or guardians. Often, the aftermath of an evacuation or lockdown can be chaotic, with panicked
families arriving at the school before officials are ready. The SRM provides a structured, safe process
for reunification that minimizes confusion and reduces stress.
Key components of the SRM include:

Establishing a Reunification Site: A location away from the affected building where1.
families can gather. It is often a neutral site like a nearby church or community center.
Parent Check-In and Verification: Parents are required to show identification and are2.
matched against authorized pickup lists. This prevents unauthorized individuals from taking
children.
Student Release Procedure: Students are escorted from the holding area to the release3.
area one at a time. Staff members use a student release form to document each transfer.
Mental Health Support: The SRM includes provisions for crisis counselors and trauma-4.
informed care at the reunification site.

The SRM is critical because it addresses a gap in many emergency plans. Even if a school evacuates
successfully,  a  disorganized  reunification  can  lead  to  secondary  incidents,  including  abductions  or
emotional trauma. The I Love U Guys Foundation offers free training and templates to help schools
craft their own reunification plans.

Training and Resources: Empowering
Communities
The I Love U Guys Foundation does not just create protocols; it provides extensive training to ensure
they  are  understood and applied  correctly.  The  foundation  offers  free  webinars,  in-person training
sessions (often in partnership with law enforcement agencies), and downloadable toolkits. Their
website (iloveuguys.org) is a treasure trove of resources, including printable posters, drill checklists,
parent communication templates, and video demonstrations.
One of the most innovative aspects of their training is the use of tabletop exercises and scenario-
based drills. These allow staff and students to practice decision-making in a low-stress environment,
building muscle memory. The foundation also emphasizes the importance of involving the whole
community—including parents, bus drivers, and cafeteria workers—in safety planning.
Another valuable resource is the Parent Guide to School Safety, which helps families understand
the SRP and SRM, so they know what to expect when they hear "Secure" vs. "Lockdown." This
transparency reduces panic and builds trust between schools and the families they serve.

Impact and Recognition: Saving Lives
Through Structured Response
Since its inception, the I Love U Guys Foundation has seen remarkable adoption. According to the
foundation, over 40,000 schools, agencies, and organizations across the United States and in several
other countries use the Standard Response Protocol. The SRM has been used successfully in real
events, including the 2018 Santa Fe High School shooting in Texas, where the protocol helped
streamline reunification.
The foundation’s work has been endorsed by numerous educational and public safety organizations,
including  the  National  Association  of  School  Psychologists,  the  National  Association  of  School
Resource  Officers,  and  the  Federal  Emergency  Management  Agency  (FEMA).  In  many  states,
legislation now mandates public schools to adopt a standard response protocol, and the I Love U
Guys Foundation’s model is often the one cited.
Most importantly, the foundation has sparked a cultural shift in how schools view safety. Instead of
relying on secret codes or complex manuals, schools now have a transparent, easy-to-teach system
that  gives everyone—from a kindergartener  to  a  substitute  teacher—the confidence to  act  quickly
and correctly.
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Criticisms and Considerations
While the foundation’s protocols are widely praised, no safety system is perfect. Some critics argue
that the lockdown procedure, in particular, can be traumatic for young children when practiced too
frequently  without  proper  psychological  support.  The  foundation  acknowledges  this  and
recommends age-appropriate, trauma-informed drills that do not simulate violence. Additionally,
some school districts struggle with funding for the training and materials, although the foundation’s
commitment to free resources mitigates this barrier.
Others note that the SRP does not prescribe what happens inside the classroom during a lockdown
(e.g., how to barricade doors, whether to evacuate if safe). The foundation intentionally leaves these
details to local school safety teams, who know their building layouts and community resources best.
The protocol is a foundation, not a complete building.

Conclusion: A Lasting Legacy of Love and
Safety
The I Love U Guys Foundation stands as a powerful example of turning unimaginable pain into
purpose. By creating simple, clear, and universally applicable protocols, the foundation has given
schools the tools they need to protect students and staff during the most critical moments. The SRP
and SRM have become the gold standard in school safety, used in tens of thousands of institutions
and proven effective in real emergencies. As schools continue to face new and evolving threats, the
foundation’s commitment to free training and continuous improvement ensures that the legacy of
Emily Keyes—and her final loving message—will continue to save lives for generations to come.


