
Trust Building and Boundary Spanning:

Bridging Gaps in Data Collection and Analysis

1



2

Dr. Ruth Kassel

Assoc Dir Academic Integration Siena 
College in Albany NY

Board Member-CARES of NY

(518) 782-6951

rkassel@siena.edu

Allyson Thiessen

Director of HMIS, serving 13 CoCs (25 
Counties) for CARES of NY

Board member-NHSDC

(518) 489-4130 x103

athiessen@caresny.org



Siena was in need of big, messy data sets for analysis. Quickly.

CARES of NY had LOTS of big, messy data in dire need of analysis (because HMIS) 
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This was either going to go really well or really poorly, but we agreed we were up to 

giving it a try and hope for The Unicorn…. a mutually beneficial relationship.

In 2016 Siena reached out to CARES of NY for a possible 
partnership
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Academic Community Engagement SPIn Program

Three Year Plan
Y1- Relationship Building

Y2- Identity Building

Y-3 Sustainability



Year 1: Relationship Building 
(and growing pains)

Once all the paperwork was out of the way, the first 
year was spent getting to know each other and the 
dataset.  

• Throwing ideas around

• Throwing ideas away

• Asking way more questions than could possible have 
answers for

• Getting to know each other and where our specific 
needs and skills fit into this partnership
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First and biggest lesson: Stop “justing” people!
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WHY DON’T THEY JUST….

IF THEY WOULD ONLY….

DON’T THEY REALIZE?????!!!!???
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Researchers want to know:
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Community Members want to know:
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Takeaway: collaboration can not begin until 
the “Justs” are out of the way.



11

Academic 
Needs:
Siena

HMIS Admin 
Needs:

CARES of NY

Data visualization

Address data gaps

Skill 
Development

Education

Community 
engagement

Fresh perspectives

“Manpower”

Toolkit Building

Authentic 
“problems”

Student 
learning/leadership

Publications

Interdisciplinary 
spaces

Opportunities for authentic partnership
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“If I can model the 
universe I think I can 
model homelessness 
in areas of New York”
Matt Bellis (Physics)



EDA…Data Cleaning
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“This is a lot like problem solving a mechanical issue at GE; a lot of 
messy data that we need to organize to solve a problem.”
Necip Doganaksoy & Travis Brodbeck (Accounting)
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“Can I can do natural language processing work on homelessness?”
Ting Liu  (Computer Science)



15



16



Stochastic Optimization
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I have been looking for a 
place to test out new tools for 
optimizing incomplete data
Graziano Vernizzi (Physics)



But…whenever you want to use software, there’s a 
cost……
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• Creates community among faculty 

• Re-energizes faculty and students

• Elevates the reputation for community 
engagement

• Helps get community engagement 
classifications

Siena: CARES of NY :
• Identifies and addresses gaps in data 

quality
• Research opportunities using HMIS data 
• Excitement about USING data
• Educating on true state of homelessness
• Connects community organizations with 

students 



Year 2: Identity Building
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Accomplishments 

• Clear delineation of roles

• Better understanding of commitment 

• First publications

• Data for Good Exchange poster

• Redefining wants and expectations



Our first publication!

Journal of Open Source Software (JOSS) 
article on the HMIS Visualization suite 
developed in Year 1.
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2nd Publication: Bloomberg Poster

23



3rd Publication – Council of Undergrad Research Journal
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Year 3: 
Sustainability

• Pilot Project

• Economic Research

• Case Notes Analysis

• Deep Dive for DSS 



How to SPIn your own partnership

Understand who the connectors are:

• Undergrad research center

• Community engagement center

• Outreach and volunteer center

• Don’t limit yourself to the social sciences 
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Be prepared to:

• Give a sample of the data (to evaluate: structure, size, messiness)

• Answer ALL THE QUESTIONS 

• Get excited!  It’s contagious. 

• Accommodate academic timelines

• Be flexible in what you want/need/expect

• Give as much as you get: time, energy, and enthusiasm

• Let this be student led; you’ll be AMAZED at what you get (good and bad!)

• Work on projects that are low urgency but high importance 
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Do you believe in unicorns?
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