


policies on Americans’ collective $1.4 trillion in such debt. If a
campaign really turns crazy, a candidate might even ask borrowers
on Twitter for emoji descriptors of their student-loan situation.

But sometimes the conversation turns personal, and the question
of a candidate’s own student debts becomes a focal point. Does
that help with voters or hurt? Does it draw empathy or scorn? In
Georgia a gubernatorial candidate is a new test case.

Stacey Abrams, the Democratic nominee for governor, holds more
than $96,000 in student-loan debt. That, along with $77,000 in
other personal debts, has triggered arguments by Abrams’s
opponents that she is not fit to manage the state’s finances.
Abrams has countered that her personal and student debts give
her important insights into the financial struggles of many
Georgians.

On the campaign trail, Abrams has enthusiastically addressed
questions about her debts and the choices that led to their growth.
Her student loans helped her graduate from Spelman College and
Yale Law School. Abrams’s credit-card debt began to snowball
when she attended Spelman. She has said that, as a student, she
was unaware of the potential damage such debts could inflict on
her in the future.

Some Democratic-primary voters have said they connected with
Abrams because of those struggles. “Our country encourages us
to go into debt — especially to go to college,” Jennifer Freeman, a
middle-school teacher, told The Atlanta Journal-Constitution. “She
has debt. I have debt. It means she’s more like me than I thought.”

National and state Republican organizations have cast Abrams’s
outsize debt load as a liability. Attacks by her Republican
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$340,000 in Parent PLUS Loans, which had helped him finance
his daughters’ college educations. O’Malley cited his family’s debt
burden during his 2016 run as he called on public colleges around
the country to freeze tuition, and proposed allowing borrowers to
refinance their loans.

Class Bias

For this election season, The Chronicle reviewed readily available
personal financial-disclosure forms for 2018 Democratic and
Republican nominees for governor, as well as candidates for the
parties’ gubernatorial nominations. The review revealed that most
candidates are free of student-loan debt. Out of 58 current
primary- or general-election candidates for governor, six, including
Abrams, reported some relationship to personal student debt on
ethics disclosure forms. They are:

• Ron DeSantis, U.S. representative from Florida’s Sixth
Congressional District and a top contender in Florida’s Republican
primary for the party’s gubernatorial nomination, holds at least
$35,000 in student-loan debt, owed to Sallie Mae.

• Adam Laxalt, Nevada’s attorney general and Republican nominee
for governor, holds an unspecified amount of student-loan debt.

• Andria Tupola, a state representative in Hawaii and Republican
nominee for governor, holds $3,058.64, owed to Navient.

• Alex Lundmark, a Democrat, and Bruce Nathan, a Republican, are
competing for their parties’ gubernatorial nominations in Florida,
and both reported holding student loans. However, polling
suggests Lundmark and Nathan aren’t serious contenders.
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