MENTAL HEALTH: MINDFULNESS

Lessons from the

‘CALM DOWN
TEACHER’
Karen Mascari brings mindfulness to her students and community

K

aren Mascari, a longtime
public school teacher in
Garfield, worried that her
fifth-graders were coming
to school stressed out. So,
about a decade ago, she
decided to teach them something new:
mindfulness meditation. Soon, focusing
on the breath to slow down the body and
relax became such a familiar ritual that
the students started reminding her they
needed to do it, and calling her “the calm
down teacher.”
Meditating, Mascari found, did more
for the children than just settle them.
“We practiced every day before the state
testing, and my kids scored really well on
it,” she says.
Her success with meditation in the
classroom inspired Mascari to become a
student herself; she started taking online
classes from an organization called
Mindful Schools. And she continued to
share mindfulness techniques. When she
switched from leading a classroom to
teaching gifted education at all the
Garfield elementary schools, she taught
meditation to those students, too. She
also offered professional development
to instructors in Garfield and other
Bergen towns.
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“Some teachers have come into my workshop with
arms closed, saying ‘This is weird,’ but by the end,
they see the beauty of it, and have asked me
to come into their classes to teach.”
KAREN MASCARI
Around the same time, after a yearlong process and an in-person seven-day
retreat at the Garrison Institute in New
York — three of those days in silence —
she became officially certified as a mindfulness instructor.
Mascari, who grew up and still lives
in Glen Rock, has won over resisters of all
ages, she says. She recalls being warned
by the homeroom teacher in a Garfield
kindergarten that one of the students had
sensory processing problems, and often
bolted from class.
“She was a runner,” says Mascari. “I
used a diffuser and a singing bowl (that
produces vibrations when struck), and
the girl closed her eyes and sat the whole
time. The teacher was crying.” Through
repetition, the child learned to self-regulate, says Mascari; whenever she started to
feel her nerves jangling, she closed her

eyes, focused on her breath, and became
more tranquil.
Mascari has persuaded some peers, too.
“Some teachers have come into my workshop with arms closed, saying ‘This is
weird,’” she says. “But by the end, they
see the beauty of it, and have asked me to
come into their classes to teach.”
She says that some people erroneously
think of meditation as a religious practice.
“It’s not, though it could be a spiritual
experience,” she says. “I call what we do
a ‘mindful sit.’”

MEDITATION CIRCLES
FOR ADULTS

During the pandemic, Mascari decided
to find a space where she could serve area
residents outside the classroom, and in
July 2021, opened be.here.now A Center
for Mindfulness in Ridgewood. Her clients

XXXXXXXXX

can get Reiki sessions — she has since
become certified in that, too — one-onone, family and group mindfulness and
meditation circles that have become so
popular with area mothers that they’re
usually sold out well in advance. There are
targeted classes for mothers with special
needs, and instruction for educators over
the summer.
“These moms are in survival mode,”
says Mascari. At a retreat she ran with 11
women, the participants felt guilty taking
time for themselves, she says. “They’ve
never taken the time for self-care, and this
is the ultimate gift of self-care.”
be.here.now also offers teacher training.
Fran Centrella, who lives in Oradell, completed the center’s mindfulness instruction
course and is now a staff member. “Karen
is nurturing, yet empowering at the same
time,” says Centrella. “I am no longer
living my life for the ‘what’s next,’ but the
‘what is,’ and as a result I feel I am finally
living, experiencing life from a new, more
peaceful, beautiful perspective. Karen has
taught me that the concept of ‘This too
shall pass’ is not only something that
applies to bad times, but good as well,
and so we must experience life moment
to moment.” ❖
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HOW MINDFULNESS
WORKS

There are different ways to meditate — for
example, during transcendental meditation,
practitioners repeat a silent mantra to
themselves — but Mascari says that she’s found
mindfulness meditation to be the quickest and
easiest way to self-calm, especially for kids.
When we’re triggered, the prefrontal cortex
and amygdala — the most primitive parts of our
brains — don’t function well, and “people act
irrationally,” says Mascari. Sitting quietly, eyes
closed, and focusing on our breathing and
awareness of our bodies engages the
parasympathetic nervous system, which controls
the body’s ability to relax. “I never met a kid who
says they can’t do this,” she says.
An important part of mindfulness is accepting
that “We’re human and not perfect, so we
practice,” she says. “People say ‘I can’t shut my
mind off,” and we say ‘You’re not supposed
to!’ We allow the thoughts to come in and out,
and to identify feelings while we’re doing it. You
have loving kindness for yourself, so you can give
it to others.”
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