
Vol.:(0123456789)

Journal of Medical Humanities
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10912-026-10061-2

POEM/FICTION

William Carlos Williams Poetry Competition Celebrates 
Medical Student and Physician Poets

Rachel Conrad Bracken1

Received: 18 August 2026 / Accepted: 19 August 2026 
© The Author(s) 2026

Keywords  Poetry · Poetry competition · William Carlos Williams · Physician writer

Northeast Ohio Medical University (NEOMED)’s annual poetry competition was named 
for and envisioned in the spirit of the iconic American poet and pioneering patient-cen-
tered physician William Carlos Williams. It honors his legacy by celebrating contempo-
rary clinician writers—both medical students and established practitioners—whose work 
illustrates the art of medicine and the dynamic interplay of health care and the humani-
ties. An influential poet in the imagist movement in modernist art and literature, Williams’ 
poetry is appreciated for its stark minimalism and vivid attention to the details of early 
twentieth-century life, particularly in the working-class neighborhoods outside of New 
York City where he practiced medicine. While Williams at times struggled to balance his 
desire to write with the demands of his medical practice, his medical career afforded him 
the financial freedom to write, as well as the inspiration for poems jotted down on prescrip-
tion blanks in the breaks between patient visits.
  Each of the past 44 years, NEOMED has recognized exceptional medical student poetry 
by awarding first-, second-, and third-place prizes, as well as honorable mentions, to stu-
dents enrolled in a medical degree program in the US, Puerto Rico, or Canada. Having 
begun under the leadership of Drs. Delese Wear and Martin Kohn in 1982, NEOMED’s 
William Carlos Williams poetry competition is the oldest running poetry competition for 
medical students in the United States. The competition introduced a new category for phy-
sician poets in 2025, welcoming submissions from any rank of physician (MD or DO) at 
any career stage, from residency to retirement, in North America.
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    Judges from the CSU Poetry Center evaluated poems submitted by more than 200 students 
and 50 physicians to select winning pieces on the merits of craft, originality, and content. 
In addition to publication in Journal of Medical Humanities, the top three student awardees 
and first-place physician winner were honored at an awards ceremony at the John P. Murphy 
Symposium in Medical Humanities, hosted by the Medical Humanities program at the 
Cleveland Clinic Learner College of Medicine. NEOMED’s Department of Family and 
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Community Medicine and the Oak Badge in Medical Humanism, funded by an anonymous 
donor, provided both financial and administrative support for the awards ceremony.

First place in the student competition was awarded to Dr. Safi Alsebai for his poem 
“The Passion According to a Citizen of Geneva.” Dr. Alsebai graduated from the Uni-
versity of Arkansas for Medical Sciences in Little Rock, Arkansas in spring 2026. His 
poem questions the rhetoric of sentimentality in the clinic and the preconditions of 
speaking for and with others. Its focal point is a series articulated desires spoken by 
a physician-narrator, culminating in a recitation from the medical communications lit-
erature: “I wish the news were better.” “This poem’s repetitions and revelations create 
a wonderful experience of mystery, irony, and mourning,” the judges reflect. “Within 
one short poem, the poet considers how medical practice relies on power, and how a 
practitioner must somehow come to terms both with that power and with its limits.” 
This poem is the basis of an ongoing project on what Alsebai calls “the clinical wish.” 
Kiran Masroor, a student at Duke University School of Medicine, was the second-place 
student winner. Her poem, “Interrupted Connection,” recalls a late-night Uber ride 
in which, as the judges note, “a conversation about the driver’s pride in his daughter 
uproots the speaker’s earned suspicion of others.” Third place was awarded to Andrea 
Abi-Karam for the poem “VISCERAL SOUNDFORM,” which merges a critique of 
weapons manufacturing with the study of anatomy and the experimental film Line 
Describing a Cone by Anthony McCall. “Through dense, corporeal imagery and shift-
ing temporal registers,” the judges write, “the poem renders the body as a shared, unsta-
ble space. Andrea is the author of EXTRA​TRA​NSMISSION (Kelsey Street Press, 2019), 
Villainy (Nightboat Books, 2021), and with Kay Gabriel, they co-edited We Want It All: 
An Anthology of Radical Trans Poetics (Nightboat Books, 2020). An honorable mention 
was awarded to Liahm Blank, a student at the Kirk Kerkorian School of Medicine in Las 
Vegas, Nevada for the poem “Noncompliance.”

The first-place award in the 2026 physician competition went to Dr. Matthew Dett-
mer for the poem “That Night,” which the judges describe as a “vivid, devastating poem 
[that] refuses punctuation, or any pause for breath or relief, as it renders a patient’s esca-
lating crisis.” Born in Northern California and raised in the Middle East, Dr. Dettmer 
has called many places home. He currently resides in Northeast Ohio where he is a criti-
cal care physician and poet. Second place was awarded to K. Hari, a physician and poet 
of Tamil descent, whose work explores embodied heritage, inevitable harm, and poetic 
formalism as a means of healing, for the poem “Abruption Ghazal.” She holds an MFA 
in Creative Writing from New York University and is a practicing obstetrician-gynecol-
ogist in Queens, New York. Dr. Liana Meffert won third place in the 2026 physician 
competition for the poem “I Call Poison Control.” An emergency medicine physician in 
Wisconsin, her essays and poetry explore the intersection of clinical practice and human 
experience.

Winners of the annual William Carlos Williams poetry competition have been pub-
lished in Journal of Medical Humanities since 2005, and it is an honor to continue to 
share the 2026 winners with readers in this venue. The competition remains enthusiasti-
cally received and nationally renowned, and we welcome interested students and physi-
cians to consider submitting to the academic year 2026–2027 competition. For submis-
sion details, eligibility criteria, and to submit online, please visit NEOMED’s William 
Carlos Williams poetry competition webpage. Contact wcw@neomed.edu with any 
questions or for additional information.
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