Things to keep in mind when writing a philosophical essay or answering a philosophical question.
Please keep in mind that below are provided only sample questions and sample answers. The answers in no way represent all possible good answers and/or all possible bad answers. The questions that you receive on the test will be similar, but not identical in any way, to the question provided here. 

You are responsible only for material covered in class. You can use any philosophical means (e.g., formal and informal arguments, logical propositions, etc.) to answer the questions. Try to stick to the arguments in the text, and omit any biographical information about the philosopher, unless it is relevant to your argument. Please use full sentences and not point-form. You do not have to worry about having an introduction, body of the text, and a conclusion. The most important thing in answering a philosophical question is answering the philosophical question. In other words, make sure that you understand the question and do not say things which are irrelevant. Do not dump on the page everything that you know about a philosopher, as this may confuse the reader and show your answer as lacking in focus! Pay attention to the details of the arguments (details in philosophy are important!). Make sure that you explain the big words (reductionism, historicism, etc.) that you might want to throw into your answer, as they usually have more than one meaning (best if you stay away from them, though). It is always better if you start with a thesis statement, that is, if you answer the question right away and then continue with your explanation. If the questions require a `yes` or a `no` answer, then you should always assume that you have to explain why you have answered in the affirmative, or in the negative. 
The actual midterm will most probably consist of two questions (or one longer one) from the material covered in class up to the midterm date. You will have the whole hour and a half to answer the questions. There will be no lecture after the midterm. You cannot use any other aids. The midterm is a closed-book test. 

No points will be docked for style and grammar, unless the TAs cannot make sense of the sentences due to poor grammar and disconnectedness. 

Sample question (a typical question you might expect to get on your in-class midterms):

What does the Sun symbolize in Plato’s allegory of the cave from Book 7 of the Republic, and how (when) does the soul get to see the Sun? 
Possible good answer:

The Sun in Plato’s allegory of the cave is a symbol of the Ultimate Good. The Ultimate Good is the source of all forms in the world of forms (You can add that it consists of four main forms, namely Justice, Truth, Moral Good, and Beauty, but you don’t have to). The Ultimate Good (symbolized by the Sun) in the allegory of the cave is the source of all reality and all knowledge. It is thanks to the Ultimate Good that our physical world exists. The world of forms is accessible only to the mind (which is why it is also known as the Intelligible World). The Ultimate Good is the source of truth and knowledge. 
The soul, which in the allegory of the cave, is represented by the chained prisoner, sees the Sun, once it gets outside the cave. The journey of the soul is not a smooth journey. At first, the prisoner (the soul) is chained to the cave (the physical world) and sees only shadows and images. At this stage, the soul is in the state of illusion, that is, all it sees is a distorted image whose source is outside it. When the prisoner (soul) breaks free form the chains, he (it) turns around and sees the fire. At this point, the prisoner (soul) realizes that the source of the images and shadows is the fire, and not the images themselves. At this stage, the soul is in the state of opinion or belief. The soul has discovered something about the world that it didn’t have before, namely, that the source of all the images is somewhere else, not in the images themselves. In a sense, at this stage, the soul does possess some truth, as some beliefs contain truth in them, but the truth there is not complete, and so the knowledge in opinions and beliefs is not true knowledge. This intermediary stage of the journey of the soul toward the Ultimate Good (the journey of the prisoner toward the Sun) is absolutely necessary, as the soul needs time to get used to the change from ignorance or illusion to knowledge (from darkness to light), so that the change is not so frightening. Once the prisoner realizes that he is free from the chains and that the source of the shadows is somewhere else, he ventures outside the cave into the brightness of the sunlight. This is a painful encounter with the brightness of reality. At this stage, the soul is confused and overwhelmed, but soon it realizes that the world lit by the Ultimate Good is the most beautiful and real world there is. And only after the soul has realized that this is the real world (the world of forms) and that the Ultimate Good is the real source of knowledge, truth and reality, can the soul look at it directly (this is when the prisoner realizes that he can look at the Sun directly). 

Analysis:  This answer is to the point and detailed, without going outside the question (you do not have to talk about the journey of the prisoner back to the cave, as this lies outside the question). You have answered the first part of the question right away, what the Sun is a symbol of, after which you can continue describing the journey of the soul to the Ultimate Good. You have left the unimportant details out, and you have indicated right away that the prisoner is the human soul in the allegory of the cave. 
Possible bad answer: 

Plato was a Greek philosopher. He wrote many books, and one of them is the Republic. He had his own school, the Academy, in which he taught philosophy. The Republic is written as a practical guide for educating statesmen. In the allegory of the cave Plato talks about the cave, and the prisoners in them and about the fire in the cave, and how one of the prisoners gets out and sees the Sun. The prisoners are chained to a wall and they see only shadows. And one of them breaks away from the chains and then he sees the fire. Once he sees the fire, he realizes that there is a source of light in the cave. At this point, his eyes can distinguish the dim light cast from the fire from the total darkness. After he has seen the fire, the prisoner sees the exit of the cave and gets out of the cave. Once out of the cave, he sees the Sun and the beautiful colors of the outside world. The Sun is a source of light and life, without it, we wouldn’t survive. He is able to look directly at the sun for a while, after which he decides to go back to the cave and tell the other prisoners about that. The prisoners don’t like what they hear and they challenge the prisoner to a contest. So, the wisdom of the prisoner is lost. 
Plato’s allegory of the cave is a great example of Plato’s genius! In it, Plato’s epistemological and metaphysical systems are reduced to one coherent philosophical system. Plato’s allegory of the cave teaches us that the world of reality TV is not what it is all cut up to be! I can’t believe some of the stuff that’s on TV today!  

Analysis: the biographical information is irrelevant and you don’t have enough time to get into that. The sentence where you get to the actual content of the allegory of the cave is a run-on sentence. You should avoid run-on sentences, as they are very difficult to follow, and the reader can easily miss your point. You describe the allegory of the cave, without actually saying what the prisoner, the fire, etc. are symbols of. When you talk about the ‘outside world’ you actually do not say that in the allegory of the cave, this world is not the external physical world but the world of forms which is not physical, but immaterial. In other words, you’re not showing that you understand what the allegory is all about. When you talk about the Sun as the source of light and life, you actually talk about the physical Sun, not the Ultimate Good. The physical Sun is a source of light and life in the allegory of the Sun, not here, so you’ve mixed up the allegories. You don’t have to talk about the prisoner going back to the cave, as this is not part of the question. 
In the second paragraph you start evaluating Plato’s philosophy and you’re not asked to do that. Stay away from evaluating whole philosophical theories, that’s not what you’ll be asked to do! Using big words usually requires big explanation, so whether Plato reduced metaphysics and epistemology to something else, is a big question and unless you explain what you mean by each of the terms, then you are at risk of ending up with an empty statement. Referring to the world of TV doesn’t do anything for your answer, since it is tacked on and is not directly related to the question, even though, it may be true. You can use the TV as an example of how the soul gets caught in the opinions and beliefs, but you have to make it an organic part of your expose, and not a statement which looks disconnected from the rest of the text.  
Stay away from expressing emotions or how you feel about a given text and/or philosopher, this will most probably prompt a biased reading of your answer. 
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