






     If you were watch-
ing the Women’s 
World Cup England vs 
Columbia match in Au-
gust, you may have 
found yourself rewind-
ing the telecast when 
the play-by-play an-
nouncer identified ref-
eree Katja Koroleva as 
a PA.  She was work-
ing her second World 
Cup appearance in 
Australia/New Zealand 
after making her debut 
at the 2019 World Cup 

in France.  She has managed both professions 
with great enthusiasm and success. Koroleva 
was introduced to the PA community in 2022 in 
an AAPA Central article.  

     Though born in Russia, Koroleva’s parents 
moved to Denmark and then Iowa City, Iowa in 
order to give her better opportunities.  While 
playing for her high school and club soccer 
teams, Koroleva enrolled in and successfully 
completed a referee training program at the age 
of 16.  Her goal was to only help pay her club 
fees so she could continue to play soccer.  She 
worked in the summer refereeing under-13 
leagues and soon was assigned to officiate 
high school, college, and adult leagues.  She 
was recognized for both her skill as a referee 
and as a player.  By age 18, she was honored 
by the Iowa Referee Committee and Iowa Soc-
cer Association as Iowa’s 2004 Female Youth 
Referee of the Year.  Koroleva went on to play 
soccer at Coe College in Cedar Rapids and 
continued to improve her referee skills. It turned 
out that soccer was not her only interest. 

 

 

 

 

Thriving on Adrenaline in Dual 
Careers: Katja Koroleva, PA-C 
By Stephen D. Wilson, PA-C 
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     The process of developing the examina-
tion began in April 1972, when the NBME ac-
cepted the recommendation of its Committee 
on Goals and Priorities.  They did so reason-
ing that “physician’s assistants are being 
trained in increased numbers and are be-
coming a significant component of the health 
care delivery system.”3   This was the first 
time the NBME developed an examination 
that was not for medical students and physi-
cians. The NBME was a natural choice to de-
velop the examination since it had 
“developed considerable medical and psy-
chometric resources and experience.” An ad-
visory committee was appointed, a “role de-
lineation study” undertaken, and task forces 
created to refine components and construct a 
blueprint for test committees that created the 
substance of the examination.  Edmund D. 
Pellegrino, MD, Vice President for Health Af-
fairs, State University of New York, chaired 
the Advisory Committee.3 John P. Hubbard, 
MD, President of the NBME, asked Barbara 
J. Andrew, PhD, to direct the project.4  

     In August of 1974, 14 national organiza-
tions, including the NBME, came together to 
form the National Commission on Certifica-
tion of Physician Assistants (NCCPA).  Over 
time, the NCCPA assumed responsibility for 
the development, administration, and analy-
sis of the national PA certifying examination.   
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      Early on, Koroleva 
developed an interest in 
medicine through her 
mother, Irina Koroleva, 
PhD; a geneticist and 
molecular biologist.  
Koroleva considered 
medical school but real-
ized that the career 
would not be compatible 
with her love of soccer.  

She prepared to become a pharmacist and in-
terned with pharmacies during the summer, but 
decided she wanted to be more involved with 
the decision-making accompanying patient 
care. Koroleva’s research of professions set her 
on the path to becoming a PA.  She completed 
her studies at Coe College and then pursued 
her medical science degree at Salus University, 
becoming a certified PA in 2011.  She made 
her professional debut as a professional referee 
two years later.   

     After graduation, Koroleva saw emergency 
medicine as her preferred area of patient care.  
She has been quoted as saying that “The ER 
was incredibly attractive to me because of shift 
work and the fast-paced environment [being] 
the same as refereeing: You make decisions 
and continue.” There was also a constant reli-
ance on teamwork, another trait Koroleva 
learned first on a soccer field. Throughout her 
early career, she said she reveled in the fast 
pace of working in emergency rooms: the 
adrenaline rush, assessing and making deci-
sions quickly and accurately, the unrelenting 
pressure that she acknowledges “is not for eve-
ryone,” and people depending on her to deliver 
with so much at stake. She watched the pan-
demic develop from inside the emergency room 
at Regional Medical Center in San Jose. During 
the early days of the virus’ rapid spread, the 
hours were long and the pace grueling, both 
physically and emotionally. 
     But as much as the ED’s shift-work nature 
freed up time to officiate games, Koroleva felt 

         
 

seeing patients remotely as a better option. 
She connected with Convergence Telehealth 
as an option compatible with her desire to 
continue to have an impact in soccer and pa-
tient care.   
     Koroleva’s work as a PA-C did not slow 
down her desire to be an international soccer 
referee.  She punched all the tickets neces-
sary until she finally received her FIFA badge 
in 2014.  Her subsequent training and work 
on the field led to being named as a FIFA 
Women’s World Cup 2019 referee.  That 
journey was described in a FIFA press re-
lease:  The referees selected for the 2019 
FIFA Women’s World Cup, the most im-
portant competition in women’s sport, have 
demonstrated their skills at previous tourna-
ments, including the FIFA U-17 Women’s 
World Cup Jordan 2016 and Uruguay 2018, 
as well as the FIFA U-20 Women’s World 
Cup in Papua New Guinea in 2016 and this 
summer in Brittany, France. 
     Koroleva’s accomplishments are best 
summed up in her own words: “Sports is an 
important part of our life… but life, ultimately, 
is the most important. There is no sport 
above life.”  We can expect to see her contri-
bution to patient care out-distance her career 
as an international referee.   
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Way to go, Katja! | Arkansas State Soccer (arkansassoccer.org) 

Katja Koroleva: The professional referee's battle against COVID-19 
as a physician assistant | MLSSoccer.com  
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PA History Society Trustees & Staff 

Stay in Touch with PAHx thru  

Social Media! 

Please be sure to follow the PA History Society 
on Facebook, Twitter and Instagram to receive 

updates.  
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