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Dealing with a brother with Asperger’s 

 Your little brother is a high school junior. He picks his nose and shows it to his friends to 

be funny, but they shun him. He talks like a baby and can’t spell. His teacher scolds him when he 

cries. 

 As his older sister, you see he needs support and someone to confide in. You don’t know 

why people can’t understand how hard it is for your brother, a kid with Asperger’s, to express 

himself.  

 Courtney Barnes, 21, a senior at James Madison University from northern Virginia, has 

been an advocate for her brother since elementary school when she noticed her little brother 

acted different from other children, including her and her younger sister. Michael, now 18, was 

recently diagnosed with Asperger’s Disorder. 

 According to the Web site, www.aspergers.com, Asperger’s falls under the umbrella of 

pervasive developmental disorders and is a mild form of autism. Affected individuals are 

characterized by social isolation and eccentric behavior in childhood, according to the site. The 

site also says that those with Asperger’s may act strange in public, they have trouble using and 

reading non-verbal communication cues and they might not act their age. 

As a child, Barnes felt the need to protect her brother because he was made fun of by his 

peers. “I wanted to shelter him and I wouldn’t let him take care of the situation because I felt it 

just as hard as he did,” says Barnes. “I was always nervous for how he would grow up and 

function in society, for instance, how he would deal with living with other people or paying 

bills.” 

Barnes describes Michael as “a friendly guy. The first time you meet him you’d think 

he’s awkward, but he’s sensitive, observant and makes intelligent comments.” He does, have 
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difficulty expressing his emotions. “If he’s really angry or upset, he gets really confused,” she 

explains. “It’s hard for Asperger’s children to conceptualize things that are not tangible.” 

Barnes and her brother have a special relationship, and she is the link between him and 

other family members. “He might seek me out when I’m alone or might even write me a note or 

e-mail me about how he’s feeling,” she explains. “My mom asks me questions about him but 

mostly I keep what he says to myself because he trusts me.”  

Barnes says that although her mom is even a special education teacher, she didn’t know 

how to deal with his problems expressing himself. 

 Her younger sister, Brittany, the middle child, “is a little bitter because she says she had 

problems and no one ever helped her.” Barnes notes her sister is extremely critical of her brother 

for things like not combing his hair, even though it is part of his disorder to not know how to 

look and act. Barnes says her sister was jealous of the attention Michael received. 

 When she is home from college, Michael asks her to visit his band class. On one recent 

visit, Barnes found herself fighting for people to understand that he is special. It started when 

another saxophone player made fun of Michael and he lashed out at the other student. The 

teacher threatened not to let Michael go on a band trip, but didn’t say the same to the other 

student. The teacher told Michael, in front of other students, that he needed to calm down, which 

embarrassed Michael. 

“Michael’s eyes welled up and got red like he was about to cry,” says Barnes. The 

teacher then told Courtney to deal with her brother. “I can’t always be there to do that,” she says. 

“The teacher should be more receptive to his students and deal with it himself.” 

 Courtney tries to get other people to understand Michael is different, but his one night in 

jail was the final push to get the ball rolling toward diagnosing him. Barnes explains that some 
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children with Asperger’s can have social issues like getting into trouble, but her brother’s 

problem is he has “no filter of what is appropriate [and he] doesn't think before he acts.”  

As a senior in high school, Michael was on a break at his movie theater job and 

accidentally set a trashcan on fire because he was lighting pieces of popcorn on fire. He was 

arrested for arson, which is a felony, she explains. The charges were later dropped, “but [at the 

time,] he mentioned to the officers that he was having dark thoughts,” she said. He spent the 

night in jail and was sent to a counseling center.  

“The counselor suggested he be tested for a ‘not otherwise specified’ pervasive 

developmental disorder.” Barnes explains. It was then that Michael was diagnosed with 

Asperger’s, which is a related to autism. 

When she found out Michael was diagnosed Barnes said her reaction was, “Yes!” and she 

pulls her fists down in emphasis. “I was really frustrated with all his teachers for not knowing the 

real him and blaming him personally for behaviors he couldn’t control. Now that’s he’s 

diagnosed he has a new attitude.”  

Helping Michael deal with his disorder for so long inspired Courtney’s future. She is a 

music education major with a minor in special education. “People don’t want to hear that their 

child is disabled or retarded and I’ll be able to bring that sensitivity to my teaching,” she says. 

Barnes is excited that her brother is proud to have Asperger’s. “Sometimes labels add a 

stigma, but this [having a diagnosis] helped him,” Barnes says. “I’m still that hovering older 

sister, but I can see myself getting more comfortable with the idea of him living on his own.” 


