
A Conversation About Consent:
For High School Parents

As parents, we know how important it is to have conversations about sexual integrity with our teenagers. In other  
words, we want to teach them to guard their potential for future intimacy through appropriate boundaries and 
mutual respect.

If you’ve watched the news in the past few years, it’s becoming increasingly clear how important it is to teach the idea of 
mutual respect in terms of giving and receiving consent. The problem is, the majority of adults today didn’t get consent-
education as kids. In fact, the idea of consent is still a little cloudy and ambiguous to most of us. 

Still, at a time when technology makes sexual information and sexual contact available 24/7 to our teenagers, it’s 
important to find ways to be exceptionally clear by creating boundaries that will keep them safe. Your kid is in high school, 
and whether or not you’ve had a formal discussion about consent, now is a great time to start the conversation or to keep 
talking about it. 

It’s important to highlight during these conversations that obtaining consent for something does not mean the action is 
appropriate or morally acceptable. Consent should be the very lowest standard on whether or not they make a choice. 
But it’s an important safeguard to put in place that helps keep relationships safe. When consent isn’t understood 
or applied, dangerous and hurtful things can happen.

Consent is not perpetual. In other words, obtaining consent once doesn’t mean consent is given forever. It must be 
acquired on a situation-by-situation basis. 

For this age, digital consent is also a critical area to discuss. Pictures, videos, Snapchats, and DMs . . . there are so many 
ways to connect, but when it comes to sending images, it is never okay to share without the consent of the other person. 

At its core, consent is about mutual respect and honor—honoring others and expecting to be honored by others. 

The implications of consent, respect, and honor are complicated. That’s why we want to give you a few things to say  
to your kids to teach them how they can honor others and expect to be honored.

EXPECT TO BE HONORED BY OTHERS
•  Saying “no” is always the best way to express non-consent. While there are nonverbal ways to turn down 

someone’s request for a date or physical touch, the best and clearest way to turn them down is to simply say, “No.” 
•  Saying “no” does not make you rude, close-minded, or immature. It’s okay to hurt someone’s feelings when 

declining their invitation. A “no” to someone’s advance is a “yes” to your teenager’s value-system. And there are 
few things more inspiring than someone who knows their worth and is willing stand up for themselves. 

•  When in doubt, ask yourself, “Am I honoring myself and my body with this decision?” Ultimately, we want 
to teach our kids that consent is less about permission and more about honoring themselves, their beliefs, 
and their bodies. If they feel uncomfortable, if they experience the internal “uh oh” feeling, the default 
response should be, “No.” 

•  Saying “no” to someone you care about will be tough. Even in the context of a dating relationship, consent 
and respect are required to keep that relationship safe and healthy. Having conversations with your kid before—
and during—their dating relationships about specific boundaries will give them the knowledge and the courage 
to honor themselves and others when dating. Talk through the idea that a respectful, mutual relationship means 
that the other person is respecting the boundaries you have set up.  

•  You can practice saying “no.” When your kid says “no” to the small things they don’t want to do, it’s easier to 
say no to the bigger things. Saying “no” to movies they don’t want to see, people they don’t want to hang out 
with, or to photos they don’t want you to post will give your kid the necessary practice they need to say “no” 
when the stakes are higher. 

•  Speak up. Your kid should hear on a regular basis that they can tell you anything, any time. And if they don’t 
want to talk to you about something, they should know of another trusted mentor, coach, or family member they 
can turn to. 

Defining Consent



Questions to Ask Your High Schooler

•  Consent is not the only standard. Someone who bases their actions on what they can legally get away with is 
probably not the person for you. Someone who chooses to honor you far above the minimum requirement is a 
better choice. 

EXPECT TO BE HONORED BY OTHERS
•  If you’re unsure, assume the answer is “no.” If you haven’t been given permission to send something, say 

something, or do something, assume the answer is “no” unless you hear a clear “yes.”  
•  Consent once isn’t consent forever. If you receive consent one time, you still need to receive consent every time. 
•  Rejection hurts, but the alternative is worse. Learning to hear the word “no” is never easy. But the alternative, 

ignoring the “no,” is disrespect and dishonor to yourself and to someone else. The consequences, both legal 
and relational, are far more damaging than being rejected. 

•  Consent given under the influence of drugs or alcohol is never acceptable or legal consent. While each 
state’s legislature is slightly different, consent given after consuming any alcohol or drugs is not considered legal 
consent. The ramifications of assuming otherwise could be devastating to your high schooler and to their future.

•  Understand that consent is not the only standard. Consent is definitely important, but we’re called to a higher 
standard. Teach your kid that it’s not okay to view their relationships, behaviors, and choices through the lens of 
what the other person said “yes” or didn’t say “no” to. Instead, teach them to look through the lens of honoring 
what’s best for other people and for them.

These are great conversations to have over time, but it’s probably not best to ask these questions all at once.
• Have you ever felt pressured to send, say, or do something that you didn’t want to do? 
• Is there a friend or adult who makes you feel uneasy? 
• What can someone say or do if they’re in a situation with someone who makes you feel uncomfortable? 
• How do you think the average high schooler defines consent? What sorts of activities do you think require consent?
• Do you think there’s anything other than consent needed for sexual activity?
• In what situations should someone stop even when the other person has consented?
• When it comes to what’s okay or not okay in a relationship, what questions do you have? I may not have all the 

answers, but I can help you find them. 
• If you don’t feel comfortable talking to me about the idea of consent, who can you talk to? How can I help connect 

the two of you? 
 

Your student should feel some autonomy to manage their own body and its needs—including its need for privacy. 
However, as a parent with a minor under your roof, you do have certain responsibilities to ensure your teenager is safe  
and healthy. And it’s not unrealistic to delay some choices until they are legal adults—like that tattoo they want. This 
tension may not ever fully be resolved during this phase, but there are a few things you can do to practice consent in your 
own home: 

• Knock before entering your kid’s room. 
• Give them opportunities to explain (and listen to their explanation) before accusing. 
• Give your high schooler privacy when they use the restroom or shower. 
• Guard your kid’s secrets—be someone they can trust. 
• Ask their permission before posting that picture or telling that story. 
• Avoid announcing physical developments or milestones publicly (even inside your own household!). 

WIDEN THE CIRCLE
In this phase, it’s more important than ever to Widen the Circle—to invite in trusted friends or family members who can 
echo what you’re saying at home. As always, don’t hesitate to reach out to a professional counselor on behalf of your teen 
whenever necessary.

Parent Challenge: How to Model Consent
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