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THE PATH TO THE
NEEDLE: A
COMPLETE GUIDE
ON HOW TO GET A
TATTOO
APPRENTICESHIP

Break ing  in to  the
tattoo  industry  is  not
l ike  applying  for  a
standard  job .  You
cannot  simply  send  a
resume  to  a  tattoo
shop  and  expect  to
start working the next
w e e k .  T h e  m o s t
respected  and  skilled
tattoo  artists  almost
always  begin  their
careers through a time-

honored  tradition:  the
a p p r e n t i c e s h i p .
Learning how to get a
tattoo  apprenticeship
is  the  first  and  most
critical  step  on  this
journey.  It  is  a  path
that requires patience,
humility,  dedication,
and a genuine passion
for the craft. This guide
will  walk  you  through
everything you need to
k n o w  t o  p o s i t i o n
yourself  as  a  strong
candidate and navigate
the  challenging  but
rewarding  process  of
earning your place in a
studio.

UNDERSTANDING
WHAT A TATTOO
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APPRENTICESHIP
REALLY IS

Before you begin your
search, it is essential to
understand  what  an
apprenticeship  entails.
An  apprenticeship  is
not a class you pay for.
It  is  a mentorship.  An
experienced  tattoo
artist  takes you under
their wing and teaches
you the trade over an
extended period, often
lasting  one  to  three
years. You will learn far
more than just how to
o p e r a t e  a  t a t t o o
m a c h i n e .  T h e
curriculum  includes
s k i n  a n a t o m y ,
bloodborne pathogens,
sterilization  protocols,
machine  maintenance,
needle  configuration,
color  theory,  design
pr inc ip les ,  c l ient
consul tat ion,  and
business operations.
In  exchange  for  this
education,  you  will

work for the shop. This
m e a n s  c l e a n i n g ,
sweeping,  answering
phones ,  mopp ing
floors,  taking  out  the
trash, running errands,
and  ass i s t ing  the
artists in any way they
need. The work is often
ung lamorous  and
physically  demanding.
However,  this  is  by
design.  It  tests  your
c o m m i t m e n t  a n d
teaches  you  the  daily
discipline  required  to
run  a  professional
studio.  There  is  no
shortcut  around  this
process.  I f  you  are
serious about  how to
g e t  a  t a t t o o
apprenticeship,  you
must  be  prepared  to
earn it the hard way.

DEBUNKING THE
MYTH OF TATTOO
SCHOOLS

One  of  the  first  things
you  will  encounter  in
your  research  is  the
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e x i s t e n c e  o f
commercial  tattoo
s c h o o l s .  T h e s e
p r o g r a m s  o f t e n
promise  to  teach  you
everything  in  a  few
weeks or months for a
significant  fee.  It  is
i m p o r t a n t  t o
understand  that  the
tattoo  community
generally  does  not
r e c o g n i z e  t h e s e
schools  as  legitimate
training grounds.  Most
reputable  shops  and
experienced artists will
not  hire  graduates
from  these  programs.
In fact, attending such
a  school  can  actually
hurt  your  chances  of
l a n d i n g  a  r e a l
apprenticeship.
The  reason  is  simple:
tattooing is a hands-on,
mentor-driven  craft.
You  canno t  l ea rn
proper  technique,
san i tat ion ,  or  the
unspoken rules  of  the
industry in a classroom

setting with mannequin
skin. You need to learn
on  real  people  under
the  direct  supervision
of  a  master  art ist .
Furthermore,  shops
often  have  to  correct
b a d  h a b i t s  t h a t
students pick up from
these schools, which is
m o r e  w o r k  t h a n
training someone from
s c r a t c h .  W h e n
considering  how  to
g e t  a  t a t t o o
a p p r e n t i c e s h i p ,
forget about paying for
a  certificate.  Focus  on
finding  a  mentor  who
will  invest  in  you.

PREPARING
YOURSELF BEFORE
YOU APPROACH
ANY SHOP

You cannot walk into a
tattoo shop today and
a s k  t o  b e  a n
apprentice.  You  must
arrive  prepared.  The
art ists  at  the  shop
need  to  see  that  you
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already  possess  the
foundational  skills  and
mindset that make you
worth their time. Here
is  what  you  need  to
work  on  before  you
eve r  se t  f oo t  i n  a
studio.

Build a
Strong
Art
Portfolio
Your  portfolio  is  the
single  most  important
tool you have. It  does
not  need  to  contain
tattoo designs. In fact,
many artists  prefer  to
see  original  artwork
that demonstrates your
fundamental  skills.
Your  portfolio  should
include  drawings  in
pencil, ink, charcoal, or
digital  media.  Show a
var ie ty  o f  s ty les :

realism,  traditional,
neo-traditional,  black
and grey, lettering, and
illustrative  work.  The
goal  is  to  prove  that
you  understand  line
we igh t ,  shad ing ,
p r o p o r t i o n ,
compos i t ion ,  and
anatomy.
Do  not  include  work
that is traced or copied
f rom  other  ta t too
artists.  Your  portfolio
should  be  a  reflection
of  your  own  creative
ability.  Spend  months
refining  your  drawing
skills. Fill a sketchbook.
Take  a  figure  drawing
class.  The  stronger
your  portfol io,  the
more seriously you will
be taken. Artists want
to know that you have
the  artistic  foundation
to build upon. They are
no t  i n te res ted  i n
teaching  you  how  to
draw;  they  want  to
t e a c h  y o u  h o w  t o
tattoo.
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Learn
About the
Industry
Educate yourself about
tattoo history,  culture,
and the technical side
of  the  cra f t .  Read
b o o k s  o n  t a t t o o
machines, needles, and
p o w e r  s u p p l i e s .
U n d e r s t a n d  t h e
difference  between
r o t a r y  a n d  c o i l
machines. Know what a
liner  does  versus  a
shader.  Familiarize
yourself  with  common
tattoo styles and their
or ig ins .  The  more
knowledge you walk in
with,  the  more  you
demonstrate  genuine
interest  rather  than  a
passing  whim.  This
research is a vital part
o f  h o w  t o  g e t  a
t a t t o o
a p p r e n t i c e s h i p

because  it  shows  you
are already investing in
your education.

Get
Tattooed
Yourself
T h i s  m i g h t  s e e m
o b v i o u s ,  b u t  y o u
should  have  quality
tattoos from reputable
artists.  You  cannot
expect  to  work  in  a
tattoo shop if you have
never experienced the
process yourself. Being
tattooed  gives  you
empathy for the client.
You  understand  the
pa in ,  the  hea l ing
p r o c e s s ,  a n d  t h e
i m p o r t a n c e  o f
a f t e r c a r e .  M o r e
importantly,  getting
t a t t o o e d  b u i l d s
relationships. The best
w a y  t o  s t a r t
conversations  with
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artists is to sit in their
chair. Show respect for
their  work.  Bui ld  a
r a p p o r t .  M a n y
apprenticeships  begin
b e c a u s e  a  c l i e n t
proved  themselves  to
be reliable,  respectful,
and  passionate  over
time.

HOW TO FIND AND
APPROACH THE
RIGHT SHOP

Not every tattoo shop
is  a  good  p lace  to
learn.  You need to find
a  shop  with  a  strong
reputation  for  quality
w o r k  a n d
professionalism.  Look
for  studios  that  have
been  in  business  for
several  years,  employ
artists  with  consistent
p o r t f o l i o s ,  a n d
mainta in  a  c lean ,
organized  workspace.
Avoid  shops  that  look
dirty,  disorganized,  or
have  a  reputation  for
cutting  corners.  Your

mentor will shape your
entire  career.  Choose
wisely.

Research
and
Observe
Start by visiting several
shops  as  a  customer.
G e t  a  t a t t o o  o r  a
piercing.  Observe  the
a t m o s p h e r e ,  t h e
interactions  between
artists and clients, and
the  overall  vibe.  Pay
attention  to  how  the
shop  is  run.  Is  the
e n v i r o n m e n t
respectful?  Do  the
artists seem happy and
professional?  Are  they
f o l l o w i n g  p r o p e r
sanitation  procedures?
Make  notes.  You  are
not just trying to get a
job; you are choosing a
master teacher.
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The Right
Way to
Ask
O n c e  y o u  h a v e
identified  a  shop  you
admire, do not walk in
during a busy Saturday
afternoon and demand
an apprenticeship. This
is  the  fastest  way  to
get  a  no.  Instead,
approach the shop at a
slower time, such as a
Tuesday or Wednesday
afternoon.  Ask  if  you
can  speak  with  the
s h o p  o w n e r  o r
manager.  When  you
meet  them, Be polite,
r e s p e c t f u l ,  a n d
concise.
Introduce yourself  and
explain  that  you  are
s e r i o u s  a b o u t
becoming  a  tattoo
artist.  Thank them for
their  time  and  ask  if

they would be open to
r e v i e w i n g  y o u r
portfolio. If they agree,
present your work and
let it speak for itself. If
they are not  currently
l o o k i n g  f o r  a n
apprentice, ask if they
have  advice  for  you.
Leave  a  professional
business  card  with
y o u r  c o n t a c t
information and a link
to your online portfolio
if you have one. Then,
fo l l ow  up  in  a  few
weeks by email  or  by
stopping  by  again.
P e r s i s t e n c e  a n d
professionalism  are
key ingredients in how
t o  g e t  a  t a t t o o
apprenticeship .

WHAT TO EXPECT
DURING THE
APPRENTICESHIP

I f  you  succeed  i n
s e c u r i n g  a n
apprenticeship,  the
real work begins. Your
mentor will likely start
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you on the most basic
tasks.  You  will  clean
and  sanitize  the  shop
thoroughly  every  day.
You  wil l  set  up  and
break down stations for
the  artists.  You  will
learn  how to  properly
sterilize  equipment,
w r a p  t u b e s ,  a n d
m a i n t a i n  a  c l e a n
workspace. This phase
is not punishment. It is
essential  training.  You
must master sanitation
and safety before you
ever touch a machine.

The
Drawing
and
Design
Phase
Your mentor will assign
you drawing tasks. You
will  redraw  flash

s h e e t s ,  p r a c t i c e
lettering, and work on
design  concepts.  You
will learn how to create
custom  artwork  for
cl ients  and  how  to
position designs on the
body.  This  phase  can
last  for  months.  Be
patient. The goal is to
build your visual library
and  develop  a  style
that  works  well  as  a
tattoo.

Learning
the
Machine
E v e n t u a l l y ,  y o u r
mentor  will  teach you
about tattoo machines.
You  will  learn  how to
take them apart, clean
them,  rebuild  them,
and  adjust  them.  You
w i l l  p r a c t i c e  o n
synthetic  skin or  fruit.
Your mentor will watch
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your technique, correct
your  mistakes,  and
only  le t  you  move
forward when you are
ready.  Tattooing  is  a
dangerous  procedure.
There  is  no  room  for
error.  Your  mentor's
reputation  is  on  the
line  every  time  you
touch a needle to skin.

Tattooing
Real
People
After weeks or months
of practice, you may be
allowed  to  tattoo  a
f r i e n d  o r  f a m i l y
member  under  direct
superv is ion.  Your
mentor will be standing
r igh t  bes ide  you ,
guiding every line and
shade. This is the most
nerve-wracking  and
exciting  part  of  the
journey.  Even  then,

you  wi l l  start  with
simple  designs.  Over
time, you will  take on
more complex projects.
T h e  g o a l  o f  y o u r
apprenticeship  is  to
become  a  confident,
safe,  and skilled artist
w h o  c a n  w o r k
independently.

COMMON
MISTAKES TO
AVOID WHEN
SEEKING AN
APPRENTICESHIP

Many  aspiring  artists
make the same errors
that  sabotage  their
chances.  Knowing
t h e s e  p i t f a l l s  i n
advance can save you
a lot of frustration.

Being
impatient. This
is the number
one mistake. You
cannot rush this
process.
Apprenticeships
take time. If you
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push too hard or
act entitled, you
will be dismissed.
Approaching a
shop with a
bad attitude.
No one wants to
teach someone
who thinks they
already know
everything. Be
humble. Be
ready to learn.
Be willing to
scrub floors for
months without
complaint.
Offering to pay
for an
apprenticeship.
Reputable shops
do not charge for
apprenticeships.
If a shop
demands a large
fee, this is often
a red flag. Your
work and
dedication are
the payment.
That said, you
may need to

cover the cost of
your own
supplies and
equipment.
Buying a tattoo
machine before
you are ready.
Do not buy a
machine and
start tattooing
your friends at
home. This is
called
"scratcher"
behavior and it
destroys your
credibility. No
legitimate shop
will take you
seriously if you
have already
developed bad
habits or caused
harm.
Giving up after
the first
rejection.
Rejection is part
of the process.
Many artists
were turned
down multiple



How To Get Tattoo Apprenticeship 11

11

times before
finding the right
mentor. Use
each rejection as
feedback.
Improve your
portfolio. Refine
your approach.
Keep going.

ALTERNATIVES IF
A TRADITIONAL
APPRENTICESHIP
IS NOT AVAILABLE

T h e  t r a d i t i o n a l
apprenticeship  model
is  the  gold  standard,
but  it  is  not  the  only
path  for  everyone.
Some  art ists  have
found success through
alternative  routes.  For
example,  you  might
start  by  working as  a
front desk receptionist
at  a tattoo shop.  This
p u t s  y o u  i n  t h e
env i ronment  and
allows you to learn by
osmosis.  If  you  prove
yourself  valuable,  an

artist  may  eventually
offer  you  an
apprenticeship.
Another  option  is  to
a t t e n d  t a t t o o
c o n v e n t i o n s  a n d
network  with  artists.
Build  relationships
online  through  social
media by sharing your
a r t  and  engag ing
respectfully  with  the
community .  Some
artists  offer  paid
mentorship  programs
t h a t  a r e  m o r e
st ructured  than  a
t r a d i t i o n a l
apprenticeship.  While
these are not the same
as working in  a  shop,
t h e y  c a n  p r o v i d e
technical  training  and
gu idance .  Jus t  be
careful  to  vet  these
programs thoroughly.
F ina l l y ,  cons ide r
moving to a city with a
l a r g e r  t a t t o o
c o m m u n i t y  i f
opportun i t ies  are
scarce  in  your  area.
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The  tattoo  industry  is
highly  localized.  Some
cities  have  dozens  of
shops  that  regularly
take apprentices, while
others  have very  few.
E x p a n d i n g  y o u r
geographic  range  can
open up possibilities.

FINAL TIPS FOR
STANDING OUT

I f  you  want  to  r ise
above the competition,
y o u  n e e d  t o
demonstrate  more
than just artistic ability.
Show  that  you  are
reliable,  professional,
and easy to work with.
A l w a y s  b e  e a r l y .
Always  be  prepared.
Always  offer  to  help
before being asked. Be
the person who makes
the shop run smoother,

not  the  person  who
adds  more  work  for
others.
D o c u m e n t  y o u r
j o u r n e y .  K e e p  a
sketchbook and update
i t  da i ly .  Post  your
progress  on  social
m e d i a  t o  b u i l d  a
following  and  show
potential  mentors that
you  are  serious.  But
never  post  anything
that could be seen as
unprofess ional  or
disrespectful  to  the
industry.  Maintain  a
clean, respectful online
presence.
Most  important ly ,
remember  why  you
star ted .  The  bes t
tattoo  artists  are  not
just technically skilled;
they


