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Alumni Profile
ADAM POSSNER (M.D. 2006)
can’t say if being a doctor makes him
a better poet, but he’s convinced that
being a poet makes him a better doctor.
“I think it indulges a sensitivity
toward others and toward what’s going
on around me, which makes me a better
person,” he says, “which in turn makes
me a better physician. I think the best
physicians are people who can diagnose
and treat but who also try to cultivate
their humanity.”
As a resident at Johns Hopkins
Bayview Medical Center, he organized
a guided tour of a steel mill in town
and the Port of Baltimore terminals so
that his colleagues could better understand the everyday lives of many of

Adam Possner: Medicine and the Humanities
their patients. “Seeing where someone
works helps you empathize and connect
more deeply with them,” says Possner,
originally from Louisville, Kentucky,
and now an assistant professor of general
internal medicine at George Washington University in Washington, D.C.
“There’s a move to get trainees, as well
as people in practice, to be more than
just repositories of medical knowledge,”
he adds. “You really have to take into
account the person you’re dealing with
in order to better treat them. That’s
what medical humanities, in a circuitous
kind of way, is all about: becoming more
observant and sensitive to the human
being in front of you.”
For Possner, poetry is an integral
part of that process. His work has been

Adam Possner with wife,
Marci, and son, Jonah

44
MEDICINE AT MICHIGAN

published in the Journal of the American
Medical Association, the Journal of General
Internal Medicine, Pharos, and even the
New England Journal of Medicine, which
rarely publishes poems.
Possner’s poems saw the light of
print for the first time when he was in
his second year of medical school, in a
now-defunct student-run publication
called Michigan Medical Journal. “When
they were published, that really got me
thinking that this is a love of something
that I can share with other people,” he
says.
His Michigan experience had a profound effect on him in both the literary
and medical realms.
“I enjoy medicine so much,” says the
former recipient of the James C. Hays,
M.D., Scholarship. “I really love it.
And that started at Michigan. If I had
not had such great experiences with
my fellow students and professors and
attendings, I probably wouldn’t be doing general internal medicine, which I
chose because I love all of medicine.”
One of his mentors at Michigan was
Philip Zazove, M.D., interim chair and
professor of family medicine, as well as
author of several non-medical books. “It
was great to see a physician in the flesh
who’s a writer,” says Possner. “There
were some fantastic ones that I’d read,
but Philip was the first one I came to
actually know. I thought maybe I could
do it, too.”
Possner sees more than a passing
resemblance between his two passions. “Medicine, like poetry, is a
hugely meaningful way of interacting
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60s
with people — and in such a short
amount of time, relatively speaking,” he says. “I mean, I’ve got 15
minutes with a patient. That’s like
poetry.” —JEFF MORTIMER

The Cough
On the subway headed in to work
the people sit as in a waiting room
keeping quiet keen
for their destinations to be announced.
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At first, just a few notice her
a woman in her 40s, smartly dressed
contained in the crowded car
but soon everyone notices her cough.
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It starts off demure, as from a tickle
then stronger, yet innocent still
kind of like clearing mild congestion
until she is hacking almost non-stop.
From behind eyelids, newspapers, smart phones
fellow passengers try to pretend but
can’t quite conceal
their uneasiness.
So they hide within shallow breath until
finally she starts to move toward the door
Coming through! cough click
leaving all to breathe a sigh of relief.
—Adam Possner, M.D.
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intraosseous vascular access to improve
patient care and save lives. Miller practiced emergency medicine for 30 years
and is the founder and chief medical
officer of Vidacare Corporation.
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