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t’s a sunny afternoon in early April, the kind of day that 
calls you out into the warm light no matter what else is 
going on. I pick up my kids early from school in Wood-
stock and point the car uphill to Killington, where the 
snow is plentiful and soft. Normally, we’d use a day this 
nice to rip around the mountain on our skis, but today 
Agnes (10) and Brian (7) are in for a surprise: we are go-
ing to learn how to snowboard—together. 

If snowboarding were a country, it would be a place I visited a few 
times as a kid. It’s a foreign land, but I remember enough of the 
language to not embarrass myself. When I was nine years old, in 
1987, my parents bought me a Burton Woody 145 with Hightop 
bindings for Christmas. I remember carrying it across the train 
tracks to my local sledding hill on a snowy day. As I tipped the 
nose down the steep lip of the hill, I got my first taste of surfing on 
snow. But by that time, I was already a skier, and my attachment to 
using two planks survived the brief interlude of snowboarding—I 
didn’t give myself much of a chance to get any good. So, by April 
2018, I hadn’t touched a snowboard in maybe 30 years. If there 

When families learn to ski or ride together,
the lessons extend beyond the slopes
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son is where it’s my responsibility to get you hooked on the sport and feel in control,” he says. 

We walk out to the base of the Snowshed learning slope, where the temperature is 45 degrees and the 
snow is supple and forgiving. Gugliotta teaches us how to kneel down and put our boards on, and then we 
slide slowly over to the magic carpet on the left side of the hill, a wide and gentle decline that seems perfect 
for playing with gravity. It’s steep enough to draw us downhill, but not intimidating at all. 

AT THE TOP OF THE HILL, we get our first lesson on how to coexist peacefully with a snowboard. It’s 
called the “neutral stance,” and it represents the evolution of snowboard instruction to a more enlightened 
yoga-like practice. In snowboarding’s adolescent phase, instructors focused on teaching people how to 
steer, pivot, edge and twist: basically turning and stopping. Learning the neutral stance is more elemental. 
It’s about being able to stand still on your board with your heels flat in your boots while pressuring your 
toes—call it “rock pose” because it’s very stable. 

by Kirk Kardashian

were any muscle memory left in my body, it 
was faint and hazy.

BEING A SKIER, I automatically taught my 
kids how to ski. Brian took to it with a fierce 
determination and strongly identified as a 
skier. Agnes was more ambivalent: most of 
the time, it felt like she skied with me just 
to not disappoint me. Brian used his love of 
the sport as a cudgel against Agnes, continu-
ously claiming his superiority. Agnes didn’t 
want to care, but her pride often got the best 
of her, and they would trade vicious insults. 
It wasn’t what you’d call good chemistry. 

hen I break the news 
that we are going to 
learn to snowboard, 
the response is predict-
able. Agnes is open to 
trying something new. 

Brian refuses to get out the car. I eventually 
cajole him to step out into the sunlit after-
noon and strap a board to his feet. In the 
Snowshed lodge, we meet up with our in-
structor, Tyler Gugliotta. He’s been teaching 
these “group private” lessons ever since he 
arrived at Killington in 2004. 

Gugliotta is 39 and has two kids of his own, 
but he looks more like a 25-year-old. He 
was the head snowboard coach at the Kil-
lington Training Center and is a Level IV 
instructor who teaches others how to teach. 
I feel like we’re in good hands. 

Gugliotta teaches group private lessons 
for all abilities, and sometimes a family 
will return to him for five or more years as 
they progress together. “I have one family 
of four where the dad is the highest level, 
learning different rotations on jumps,” 
Gugliotta says. “The two girls are also at the 
park level. And their mom is an Olympic 
silver-medalist diver, and she is actually the 
most risk-averse one in the family. So that’s 
a really cool dynamic.”

SINCE WE ARE BEGINNERS, Gugliotta 
takes a different approach: it’s all about get-
ting us comfortable on our boards. By “com-
fort” Gugliotta means we should be relaxed 
and unafraid. “It means, if I don’t try too 
hard and don’t think too much, I just relax 
and focus on where I’m going and feel in 
control,” he says. 

Becoming comfortable builds the founda-
tion for everything else we might learn. 
And it will allow us to feel better about fall-
ing down, later on, when we need to take 
more risks to improve. “The beginner les-
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You want to be as proactive and prepared as you can be, 

which translates to your balance and skill.
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I give it a try, letting off the toe-side brake and allowing gravity to pull me 
down. I notice Agnes doing the same thing. Arms out for balance, heads 
up, we both seem to get it. We move slowly across the hill and then pres-
sure our toes to stop before going too far. Brian, on the other hand, is not 
following along. I see him up the hill lying down in the snow. He came out 
here, but he’s not into it. 

Gugliotta sees that Agnes and I are making progress, and he goes over to 
Brian to offer some encouragement. Brian finally stands and grudgingly 
moves across the hill. 

gnes and I do a few more laps on our toe side before switch-
ing to our heel side. We practice the same drill, pressuring 
our heels hard and soft to control the force of gravity. Brian 
waits at the bottom, using his snowboard as a sled (against 
the rules!) and waiting impatiently for us to finish. I’m hav-
ing fun re-acquainting myself with these movements I did 

so long ago. But it’s been even more fun to see Agnes find her balance and 
grace—the joy of a new skill—and flow down the mountain with a hint of 
the freedom that skiers and riders all hunger for.

In the car on the way home, I’m just waiting for Agnes to needle Brian 
about her superior snowboarding skills. But she never does. Maybe those 
lessons on the neutral stance had something to do with it. 

“All the maneuvers we do stem from pressuring,” Gugliotta says, “but if 
you’re fighting your balance, you’ll be lifting up your heels and grabbing 
at the snow with your toes, just doing anything you can to stay in control.”

Learning the neutral stance begins with facing uphill (“toe side”) and us-
ing foot pressure to slip downhill and stop in a series of short movements. 
You keep your head up and stay aware of your surroundings. We spend a 
few minutes practicing and then Gugliotta tells us to pick a landmark on 
the side of the trail to slide toward. Ideally, we’re pressuring our boots and 
looking to where we want to go, and the rest just sort of happens. 

“Snowboarding is so much about movement, where you’re going,” he says. 
“If you’re looking farther down the hill, you will be able to process a lot 
more than if you’re looking at the ground or your snowboard. You want to 
be as proactive and prepared as you can be, which translates to your bal-
ance and skill.”

A


