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Can | Enter on a Visitor Visa (B visa) and Change Status to an Exchange Visitor
Program (J visa)?

If you want an earlier entry in the U.S. (more than 30 days prior to the course start date),
you must qualify for, and obtain a visitor visa; however, this is strongly discouraged. If
you travel to the U.S. on a visitor visa, before beginning an exchange program, you must
obtain a change of visa classification from the B status to that of J. You must file Form I-
539 , Application for Change of Nonimmigrant Status, with application fee, and also
submit the required Form DS-2019 to the Department of Homeland Security office where
the application is made. Please be aware that you cannot start your exchange visitor
program until the change of status is approved, and therefore in view of the processing
time to your change status in the U.S., you may be in danger of missing your entire
exchange program waiting approval of change of status.

Exchange Visitors Cannot Travel Without a Visa on the Visa Waiver Program

Citizens from a country participating in the Visa Waiver Program (VWP), who want to
enter the United States temporarily, as exchange visitors traveling to the United States,
must first obtain an exchange visitor visa to come to the U.S. They cannot travel without
a visa on the Visa Waiver Program. Those travelers coming on the Visa Waiver Program
to participate in an exchange program may be denied admission to the United States by
the Department of Homeland Security, U.S. immigration inspector at the port of entry.
For more information on VWP, see Visa Waiver Program

Source: US Department of State
http://travel.state.gov/visa/temp/types/types _1267.html#6
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